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To Our Readers

The Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship encourages and supports research on the Book of Mormon, the Book of
Abraham, the Bible, other ancient scripture, and related subjects. The
Maxwell Institute publishes and distributes titles in these areas for
the benefit of scholars and interested Latter-day Saint readers.
Primary research interests at the Maxwell Institute include the
history, language, literature, culture, geography, politics, and law rele
vant to ancient scripture. Although such subjects are of secondary importance when compared with the spiritual and eternal messages of
scripture, solid research and academic perspectives can supply certain
kinds of useful information, even if only tentatively, concerning many
significant and interesting questions about scripture.
The Maxwell Institute makes reports about this research available widely, promptly, and economically. These publications are peerreviewed to ensure that scholarly standards are met. The proceeds from
the sale of these materials are used to support further research and
publications.
The purpose of the FARMS Review is to help serious readers make
informed choices and judgments about books published on the Book
of Mormon and associated topics, as well as to publish substantial
freestanding essays on related matters. We hope, thereby, to encourage reliable scholarship with regard to such subjects.
Most reviews and articles are solicited or assigned. Any person interested in writing a specific article or review should send a proposal
to the editor. If the proposal is accepted, the Review style guidelines
will be sent with the acceptance.
The opinions expressed in these reviews and articles are those
of the authors. They do not necessarily represent the opinions of the
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Maxwell Institute, its editors, Brigham Young University, the Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, or the authors’ employers. No por
tion of the reviews or articles may be used in advertising or for any
other commercial purpose without the express written permission of
the Maxwell Institute.
The FARMS Review is published semiannually. See the Web site
at maxwellinstitute.byu.edu for reviews and articles appearing in the
FARMS Review.
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Editor’s Introduction

Where Ideas Won’t Face Serious
Challenge
Daniel C. Peterson

F

or a long time, many Latter-day Saint academics and intellectuals
have sought to bring Mormon studies into the academic mainstream, and recently their efforts have begun to bear some fruit. A
number of schools in the United States and even beyond now include
courses on Mormonism in their curriculum. Some—including Utah
State University and California’s Claremont Graduate University—
have established endowed professorships in Mormon studies. The Anglican theologian and anthropologist Douglas Davies, author (among
many other things) of The Mormon Culture of Salvation: Force, Grace
and Glory1 and An Introduction to Mormonism,2 directs studies of
Mormonism at Durham University, in the United Kingdom. The
prolific Latter-day Saint scholar Terryl Givens, of the University of
Richmond in Virginia, has published extensively and brilliantly with
Oxford University Press (and elsewhere) on the Book of Mormon,
Latter-day Saint intellectual history, the Mormon image in literature,
and similar topics. The unique Mormon interest in ancient temples
has recently reached international audiences with William Hamblin and David Seely’s Solomon’s Temple: Myth and History3 and John
Lundquist’s The Temple of Jerusalem: Past, Present, and Future4—both
1.
2.
3.
4.

Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2000.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003.
London: Thames and Hudson, 2007.
Westport, CN: Praeger, 2008.
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of which, significantly, are dedicated to the memory of Hugh Nibley,
the father of temple studies among Latter-day Saints. A program unit
entitled “Latter-day Saints and the Bible” exists within the national
Society of Biblical Literature, as does a “Mormon Studies Consultation” within the American Academy of Religion, and the Society for
Mormon Philosophy and Theology sponsors a recurring session at the
Academy’s annual national meeting. Conferences relating to Mormon
studies have been held over the past few years at such elite institutions
as Yale Divinity School, Claremont Graduate University, Princeton
University, and Harvard Law School.
Among other things, such developments undoubtedly reflect considerable confidence on the part of their Latter-day Saint participants
that both Mormons and Mormonism are capable of holding their own
in the academic “big leagues,” of moving beyond the comfort zone of
the so-called Mormon corridor along the Wasatch Front and even of
making a contribution to the relevant broader fields.
But there is another way of looking at the unfolding situation.
“Apologists,” one anonymous critic of the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints opined on an Internet message board in midMarch 2009, “opt to hold their conferences in high-LDS-density places
like Claremont or New England, where their ideas won’t possibly face
any significant challenges.”
Now, I confess that, when I read that sentence, I laughed aloud.
And then I laughed again. And then I included it as a signature on my
e-mails. The notion that Mormons would choose Harvard and Yale
and Princeton and Claremont because, as compared to other places
(including the Mormon corridor itself!), those schools are complacently uncritical and Mormon-friendly is, simply, too ridiculous to
require refutation. (Its author was certainly daring, though, to have
advanced his claim anonymously, on an obscure message board
whose posters are overwhelmingly hostile to Mormonism and utterly enraptured by virtually anything that denigrates the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.) But the comment does demonstrate
that, no matter how silly a position may be, someone, somewhere, will
hold it and advocate it. And, most probably, online. (We’ve long been
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assured that a million monkeys banging away on a million typewriters would eventually reproduce the entire works of Shakespeare. Now,
though, thanks to the Internet, we know that this claim is false.) And
no matter how obviously true a proposition may be, there will still
be somebody, somewhere, who will reject it. “It’s impossible to make
anything foolproof,” goes the anonymous saying, “because fools are
so ingenious.”
The fact is that humans can and will believe and disbelieve anything at all. And this is by no means limited only to religious people.
Recently, the English-speaking world, at least, has been subjected
to an aggressively vocal phenomenon sometimes called “The New
Atheism,” which not only blames virtually every evil in human history on theism but paints theists as dangerous irrationalists. “You
can’t be a rational person six days of the week,” declared the alleged
comedian Bill Maher during a 2008 appearance on Late Night with
Conan O’Brien, “and put on a suit and make rational decisions and go
to work and, on one day of the week, go to a building and think you’re
drinking the blood of a 2,000-year-old space god.”5
In fact, though, some studies indicate not only that superstition
and irrationality aren’t limited to the religious, but that the more theologically liberal or secular a person is, the more likely he or she is to
believe in occult and paranormal phenomena.6 A famous statement
probably misattributed to G. K. Chesterton comes immediately to
mind in this context: When a person stops believing in God, Chesterton is supposed to have remarked, that person doesn’t then believe in
nothing; he believes in anything.
I offer, as an example of this phenomenon, an exchange that I
came across recently on a deeply negative apostate message board.
5. Cited by Mollie Ziegler Hemingway, “Look Who’s Irrational Now,” The Wall Street
Journal (19 September 2008), http://online.wsj.com/article/SB122178219865054585.html
(accessed 29 July 2009).
6. As summarized in Hemingway, “Look Who’s Irrational Now.” As I write, I’m also
reading a book by the Oxford mathematician and philosopher of science John Lennox,
entitled God’s Undertaker: Has Science Buried God? (Oxford: Lion, 2007), which makes a
very rational case for the truth and continued relevance of theism. The book originated
in a series of lectures presented at the universities of Oxford and Salzburg (Austria).
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One poster, formerly a believing member of the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints, suggested that the Book of Mormon could be
accounted for if we “throw in a few instances where [Joseph Smith]
memorized lengthy passages, and add a little extra imagination from
his followers and maybe a magic prop, and I think we’d have the
miracle explained.”
In response, a disaffected member of what is now termed the Community of Christ—formerly the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter Day Saints—who now strenuously advocates the Spalding/
Rigdon theory of Book of Mormon authorship, turned in what I regard as a genuinely bravura performance, explaining the experience
of the witnesses to the Book of Mormon:
A little belladonna slipped into your drink, and the pupils of
your eyes open up so wide that ordinary daylight is brighter
than the sun—and especially so, if your eyes have been closed
for half an hour “in prayer” while waiting for the surreptitiously administered drug to take effect.
A megaphone, used by an accomplice hidden in the bushes,
could have a truly wonderful effect upon a person dosed up
with “deadly nightshade.”
A few worn-out copper engraving plates, cut to size and
spiffed up with brass polish, would be convincing “gold” to a
guy (unknowingly) on jimsonweed.
A pair of joined magnifying glasses, with handles removed,
would look mighty strange to an uninformed person under
the effects of mushrooms.
A sword, a discarded lake steamer’s compass, and some phosphorus judiciously applied to objects in the shade of trees
would be dazzling.
Add an immaculate white robe, a tablecloth, a folding table,
and a practiced, deep, preacher’s voice emulating God Almighty—and you might be able to fool old Tom Paine himself.
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One can scarcely fail to remember the critique of Fawn Brodie, an
occasionally very inventive biographer of Joseph Smith, leveled by the
late David Herbert Donald (he passed away earlier this year), who was
at the time Charles Warren Professor of American History at Harvard. “Such absence of evidence would stop most historians,” he wrote
about one portion of her biography of Thomas Jefferson,
but it does not faze Mrs. Brodie. Where there are documents,
she knows how to read them in a special way. . . . Where documents have been lost, Mrs. Brodie can make much of the gap.
. . . Mrs. Brodie is masterful in using negative evidence too.
. . . But Mrs. Brodie is at her best when there is no evidence
whatever to cloud her vision. Then she is free to speculate.7
Now, I don’t know that either of the folks involved in this wild
little speculation-fest about the Book of Mormon is actually an atheist.
Perhaps not. But, with regard to the founding events of Mormonism,
both have, practically speaking, chosen to exclude God. Which reminds me of something that G. K. Chesterton indisputably did write,
using his remarkable fictional detective, Father Brown, as voice: “It’s
the first effect of not believing in God that you lose your common
sense, and can’t see things as they are.”8 It also reminds me of a passage from Sir Arthur Conan Doyle that I sometimes fear I’ve flogged
nearly to death but that continues to be astonishingly relevant to the
passing scene: “When you have eliminated the impossible,” Sherlock
Holmes explained to Dr. Watson, “whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.”9
For these two critics of Mormonism, divine involvement in the
origins of the Book of Mormon is, effectively, impossible, ruled out
7. David Herbert Donald, “By Sex Obsessed,” review of Thomas Jefferson: An
Intimate History, by Fawn M. Brodie, Commentary 58/1 (July 1974): 97–98.
8. G. K. Chesterton, “The Oracle of the Dog,” in The Incredulity of Father Brown
(New York: Dodd, Mead & Co., 1926), 95. On the zombie-like Spalding/Ridgon theory,
see Matthew Roper, “The Mythical ‘Manuscript Found,’” FARMS Review 17/2 (2005):
7–140.
9. Arthur Conan Doyle, “The Sign of Four,” in The Complete Sherlock Holmes
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1930), 111, emphasis in the original.
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by their current stance toward the prophetic claims of Joseph Smith.
So they’re willing to accept extraordinarily improbable just-so stories,
in the absence of any even marginally serious supporting evidence,
rather than to entertain the explanation that believing Latter-day
Saints accept. Since they can’t believe in nothing, they’re willing, from
my point of view, to believe in anything. As the late Utah historian
Dale Morgan notoriously put it in a 1945 letter to the believing Latterday Saint historian Juanita Brooks,
With my point of view on God, I am incapable of accepting
the claims of Joseph Smith and the Mormons, be they however
so convincing. If God does not exist, how can Joseph Smith’s
story have any possible validity? I will look everywhere for
explanations except to the ONE explanation that is the position of the church.10
And once Joseph Smith’s own account of the recovery of the Book
of Mormon is rejected, the sky’s the limit. Virtually any tall tale can
be (and, in my experience, will be) swallowed rather than accepting
the truth. Here, taken just today from the same embarrassingly fertile
message board, is yet another explanation of the witnesses and of their
fidelity to their testimonies (which poses a serious problem for honest
critics of Mormonism). It seems that, in testifying to the truthfulness
of the Book of Mormon even when they were at death’s door, they
were really just acknowledging their guilt in perpetrating fraud!
I think that events of the lives of those men are found within
the pages of the book: Mormon 1:1 for example, and the story
in 1 Nephi, relating to Joseph’s life. Others have raised this
possibility and I’ve followed it to some interesting conclusions.
If the book reflects the lives of those men, then Helaman
chapter 9 becomes very interesting in light of extorting someone, binding them to an agreement.
10. Dale Morgan to Juanita Brooks, 15 December 1945, at Arlington, Virginia.
Transcribed in John Phillip Walker, ed., Dale Morgan on Early Mormonism:
Correspondence and a New History (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1986), 87.
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The remarkable thing is, by saying it is all true, the culprits are
forced to confess the deeds they have committed, though they
are given an out—Joseph provides them with a way to protect
themselves by putting the story in an ancient setting.
In this way, even the deathbed professions are interesting, especially Cowdery’s. He “knew” it was true, and of course he
would know such a thing, experientially.
There is undeniable ingenuity in this sort of thing, as there always
is in sophistry. It’s not easy to persuade normal people that white is
black, that day is night, and that up is down. “Wow,” came the first,
admiring response from another poster. And I echo it: Wow.
A small but significant portion of my secular, intellectual testimony of the Book of Mormon rests on the fact that I just can’t swallow such stories. I simply can’t muster the faith. I have, I think, made
a serious effort to construct, in my own mind, a coherent counterexplanation of the Book of Mormon that would account for the data
as well as, in my opinion, the version taught by the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints does. But I’m unable to do it. Too many
lethal anomalies remain. Too many of the known facts are left unaccounted for. This or that theory or hypothesis may offer a more or less
plausible alternative account of a given portion of the relevant data,
but never, in my judgment, of anywhere near enough. I’m convinced
of the truthfulness of the Book of Mormon (and, derivatively, of the
reliability of the claims of Joseph Smith and the restoration) partly
because no alternative account of the formative events of Mormonism
strikes me as adequate or comprehensively plausible. In a sense, I’m in
the same boat as the ancient apostles of Jesus were:
From that time many of his disciples went back, and walked
no more with him. Then said Jesus unto the twelve, Will
ye also go away? Then Simon Peter answered him, Lord, to
whom shall we go? thou hast the words of eternal life. And we
believe and are sure that thou art that Christ, the Son of the
living God. (John 6:66–69)
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Much like Simon Peter, I’m convinced to my very core that “the
words of eternal life” are with the restored Church of Jesus Christ. But
I’m also convinced, on a much less spiritually exalted level, that the
only satisfying historical account of the origins of Mormonism and
of the rediscovery of the Book of Mormon is here, with the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
This is a claim that can be examined (though probably not definitively proven or disproven in this life), and we invite the examination.
We ask only that it be fair-minded. A remark commonly attributed to
the British philosopher Herbert Spencer—the attribution is mistaken,
but the sentiment is sound—warns us that “there is a principle which
is a bar against all information, which is proof against all arguments
and which cannot fail to keep a man in everlasting ignorance—that
principle is contempt prior to investigation.”11
In Memoriam: Truman G. Madsen
Another pillar of my faith is the sheer intellectual exhilaration
that I’ve experienced in connection with Mormonism. I believe I first
felt this exhilaration when a family in my ward persuaded me to attend a series of regional “Education Week” lectures at a chapel in West
Covina, California, sometime in the late 1960s. One of the speakers
was Truman G. Madsen, from Brigham Young University. Three or
four nights in a row, he packed a large church cultural hall with lectures on very unlikely subjects—I recall “Existentialism” and “Logical
Positivism” as two of the titles—and, for me, my encounter with him
was a pivotal intellectual and spiritual event.
Truman Madsen showed me what I had not previously suspected—that there are very deep concepts in Mormonism that are
worth a lifetime of exploring, that the gospel holds profound answers
11. I first encountered the quotation at http://americantestament.blogspot.com/
2008/12/daniel-c-peterson-on-dna-and-book-of.html (accessed 29 July 2009). For an
investigation of its source, see “Attributions to Spencer” at http://www.geocities.com/
fitquotation/index.htm (accessed 29 July 2009).
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to serious questions, and that thinking about such things is not only
exciting but a satisfying spiritual path to pursue.
Over the subsequent years, Truman became, first, a teacher and
then a colleague and a friend. And when he died on 28 May 2009 after
a struggle with cancer, and several of us on the faculty at Brigham
Young University fell spontaneously to talking about him and about
what he had meant to us, and others began to post reminiscences of
his counsel and his kindness, I found that I was far from the only one
who had been profoundly influenced by his teaching, his life, and his
writing. Because of him, I began to subscribe to BYU Studies in my
teens, developing a still-lively fascination with Mormon studies. And
it was very possibly because of him (and Hugh Nibley) that I decided
to attend Brigham Young University—the effects of which, on my life,
have been incalculable.
In This Issue
This number of the FARMS Review continues to provide the
stimulating, insightful writing that its aficionados—“our reader,” as
we affectionately call them—have come to expect (and that our more
fevered critics continue to despise and dread).
Kevin L. Barney, a practicing attorney in Illinois with a degree in
ancient languages who has himself contributed significantly to Mormon studies, carefully examines John W. Welch’s The Legal Cases in
the Book of Mormon and pronounces it “a seminal work.” Duane Boyce
reflects on the law of consecration and questions whether a particular contemporary political ideology can truly be seen as its modern,
secular equivalent or demand our loyalty as Latter-day Saints. Donald
L. Enders and Jennifer L. Lund review a faith-promoting account of
the first printing of the Book of Mormon but come away unpersuaded.
Latter-day Saint philosopher James E. Faulconer, however, is very impressed by Brant A. Gardner’s six-volume Second Witness: Analytical
and Contextual Commentary on the Book of Mormon.
Brant Gardner himself appears in the pages of the Review with an
essay entitled “Mormon’s Editorial Method and Meta-Message.” The
distinguished Latter-day Saint scholar Terryl L. Givens also contributes
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an essay, from his forthcoming Oxford University Press volume The
Book of Mormon: A Very Short Introduction. Alan Goff, too, weighs in
with a characteristically insightful and thought-provoking piece entitled “How Should We Then Read? Reading Mormon Scripture after
the Fall,” which points to the inadequacies of the approach taken to the
Book of Mormon by such reductionist critics as Dan Vogel. Anthropologist Steven L. Olsen offers a “literary approach” to the account of
the death of Laban in 1 Nephi. Another valuable essay, entitled “We
Might Know What to Do and How to Do It: On the Usefulness of the
Religious Past,” comes from Martin E. Marty, the eminent University
of Chicago historian of American religion. And associate Review editor Louis Midgley considers the subject of “The Book of Mormon as
Record” in a short essay that introduces the Review’s other pieces on
the ancient Nephite text. In separate articles briefly introduced by Review associate editor George Mitton, Frederick M. Huchel and John
W. Welch respond warmly to British Methodist scholar Margaret
Barker’s Temple Themes in Christian Worship.
Editor’s Picks
And now, yet again, I list some of the items treated in the present
number of the FARMS Review and append some rather subjective ratings to them. These ratings were determined in consultation with the
two associate editors and the production editor of the Review and on
the basis of the reviewers’ comments, but the final responsibility for
them is mine. Reviewed items that fail to appear in this list were omitted because we decided that we could not recommend them.
This is the scale that we use in our rating system:
****	Outstanding, a seminal work of the kind that appears
only rarely
***
Enthusiastically recommended
**
Warmly recommended
*
Recommended
As always, the fact that we recommend these books at all is more
important than the specific rating we give to them. Things might have
been slightly different on a different day, or after a different lunch.
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But I’m delighted to report that, for the first time in the history of the
FARMS Review, we’ve settled on our rare top rating for all of them:
****	Brant A. Gardner, Second Witness: Analytical and Contextual Commentary on the Book of Mormon
****	John W. Welch, The Legal Cases in the Book of Mormon
****	Margaret Barker, Temple Themes in Christian Worship
These are genuinely important books.
As always, I would like to thank those who have written reviews
and essays for us. I trust that their reward is laid up in heaven. Otherwise, they get a free copy of this Review and, if they responded to a
book, a copy of the book they reviewed—whether they liked it or not.
I’m also grateful to Louis Midgley and George Mitton, the two associate editors of the FARMS Review, and to Don Brugger, its production
editor, who does the day-to-day work and is actually responsible for
making sure that the thing eventually appears, tangibly, in the real
world. Finally, I express my thanks to Alison Coutts for assisting with
various stages of the production process, to Jacob Rawlins for typesetting, to Paula Hicken for securing permissions, and to editing intern
Charlotte Wood and her successor, Sara Seamons, for source checking, copyediting, and proofreading.

Margaret Barker on the Importance of
the Ancient Temple in the Establishment
of Early Christian Worship and Liturgy
George L. Mitton, Associate Editor

Reviews of Margaret Barker. Temple Themes in Christian Worship. London: T&T Clark International, 2008. xi + 286 pp., with bibliography and indexes. £19.99, $29.95.

I

n recent numbers of the FARMS Review, we have often called attention to Margaret Barker’s work, and our writers have discussed
her studies as being important for the consideration of Latter-day
Saints. Barker is an independent British scholar in biblical studies. We
offer here two reviews of her recent book entitled Temple Themes in
Christian Worship. It is her thirteenth book, each building on the past
ones, and hence provides a helpful summary of significant aspects of
her work. Her primary interest has been Christian origins, and her
unique contribution is the development of her “temple theology,” in
which she attempts to demonstrate the great importance of the Jerusalem Temple—particularly the First Temple (Solomon’s)—in shaping
the beliefs and practices of the early Christian church.
We sense among Latter-day Saints a growing interest in Margaret Barker’s findings as providing significant insights. There also
appears to be an increasing interest in her scholarship among biblical students and ecclesiastical leaders. In 2008 the Archbishop of
Canterbury awarded Mrs. Barker a Doctor of Divinity degree “in
recognition of her work on the Jerusalem Temple and the origins of
Christian liturgy, which has made a significant new contribution to

p
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our understanding of the New Testament and opened up important
fields for research.” 1
The first of our two pieces is by Professor John W. Welch of Brig
ham Young University. He was invited to be one of six speakers at an
academic colloquium held to introduce and discuss Barker’s new work;
the event was organized by the Society of St. Catherine of Siena together
with T&T Clark, venerable publishers of the book. We print here his
remarks made on 5 March 2008 at the Notre Dame University campus
at Trafalgar Square in London. Welch is the author of a new study, The
Sermon on the Mount in the Light of the Temple (Ashgate, 2009).
Our more extensive second article is a review essay by Frederick M.
Huchel, an independent Mormon scholar who has studied Margaret
Barker’s work closely for several years. He is also a diligent student of
Latter-day Saint doctrine and history, with a particular interest in Mormon temples and temple worship.

1. “Archbishop of Canterbury awards Lambeth Degrees,” http://www.archbishopof
canterbury.org/2218 (accessed 30 April 2009). Also quoted at http://margaretbarker.com.

A Latter-day Saint Reception of
Temple Themes in Christian Worship
John W. Welch

I

am grateful for the privilege of meeting and addressing all of you.
I have eagerly anticipated this day, and I hope it will be everything
that everyone has desired of it. Thanks to all who have made this
important occasion possible. As Margaret once said to me at the conclusion of a different event, I sense that we will look back on this occasion as a turning point in Christian temple studies.
As one of the organizers of a new section on temple studies for
the Society of Biblical Literature, I am happy to give an enthusiastic
response and warm reception to Margaret’s book. I hope we will soon
see a session at the annual meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature
dedicated to the topic of temple themes in Christian worship, with
this book as its centerpiece.
I am optimistic that Margaret’s insights will become widely
acceptable, precisely because they make such good sense of the world
that Jesus knew and thereby breathe life into our worship of him.
Jesus’s world was a world in which temples were pervasive, dominant,
identity-forming, and community-shaping institutions. We haven’t
understood well enough that temples were of the essence in all ancient
religions, but a recent burst of books about temple studies shows that
people are finally seeing this more clearly. For this I am grateful.
Certainly Peter spoke of the church as a nation of priests, and early
Christians saw themselves in terms of that temple-centric world and
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even envied the temple. Margaret builds on solid ground in highlighting the Liturgy of James, in which “all Christians gave thanks that
they could enter the holy of holies, ‘being counted worthy to enter . . .
within the veil’ ” and cast themselves before God’s goodness (p. 226).
I also am confident that Margaret’s approach will continue to
yield abundant future harvests of new ideas in the hands of further
researchers, precisely because her approach shines multiple lights on
the teachings of Jesus and what it originally meant to be a Christian.
Her evidence is not always as bright in these obscure corners of history
as we would like, but as is the case when one looks at an impressionist painting, the details close up may not always be sharply defined;
yet as Margaret herself describes her own depiction, somehow “the
overall picture is clear” (p. 131) and, I would add, likewise beautiful
and satisfying.
Margaret’s evidence is admittedly eclectic, and she makes considerable use of etymologies, which are always intriguingly debata
ble; but the cumulative evidence that she presents—and I emphasize
cumulative—is impressive and weighty. Even if people discount some
of her evidence or resist some of her assumptions, no one can doubt
that Margaret is asking the right questions. And as a German proverb
rightly says, Gute Frage ist halbe Antwort (A good question is half the
answer).
In dealing with “coded” or symbolic writings as we encounter them in the Bible and other early Christian texts, it is crucial, as
Margaret says, to know what to look for. As several philosophers have
emphasized, cognition is in large part recognition.
My only criticism, if it be one, is that this work needs to be
extended even further from where this book leaves off. In historical
Jesus studies, more attention now needs to be given to Jesus and the
temple, for it dominated every landscape in Jerusalem in Jesus’s day.
Whenever we see Jesus in Jerusalem, we see him in or in the vicinity
of the temple. Too rarely have we noticed how many of his teachings,
conversations, and actions are reported in a temple setting. By my
count, some 12 percent of the words in all four Gospels are set in the
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temple or its confines. After Margaret’s work, everything in the New
Testament needs to be reconsidered in terms of temple themes.
For example, Margaret rightly points to several temple connections in the Sermon on the Mount, mainly in the beatitude that promises that the “pure in heart” will “see God” (pp. 18, 146) and also in the
Lord’s Prayer (p. 20), which speaks of seeing the kingdom come and of
the “daily bread” as an allusion to the bread of the Presence (p. 208).
But as my own current work strives to show, pervasive temple connections can be drawn (as Margaret is well aware) throughout the entire
Sermon on the Mount. For example, her intriguing discussion of how
all Christians (as priests) bear (or forgive) [nasa’] the sins of others by
consuming the inward parts of the sacrifice (pp. 193, 198–99) stands
ready and waiting to be connected with “forgive us our debts, as we
forgive [or bear!] the transgressions of others” (Matthew 6:12, my
translation).
I’m also drawn to the idea that all Christians are not only priests
but high priests. Margaret’s insight explains the puzzling fact that the
word firstborn in Hebrews 12:23 is a plural, for all shall be called not
just “sons of God” but “firstborn sons of God,” it being a mystery how
there can be more than one “firstborn.”
Beyond this, I would welcome from Margaret a broader definition of the term worship. There is no need to limit the domain of
Christian worship to the three areas of worship—baptism, Eucharist,
and singing—that are covered in this book. The word for “worship” in
the New Testament, latreuo, also includes within its many meanings
prayer, keeping the commandments, missionary work, healing, and
confession, and it comprises the whole of Christian existence. And
all of this has temple connections. Similarly, more can be said about
temple connections with kingship and prophecy, in addition to the
priesthood. Jesus was not only priest but also prophet and king. So
this field is white and ready to harvest.
Finally, I would like to add a brief word of response coming
from my Mormon perspective. As a Latter-day Saint, I have a deep
love for and interest in the temple, a place that Jesus loved, wept over,
and revered as his Father’s house. Striving to be saints, or holy ones,

6 • The FARMS Review 21/1 (2009)

Latter-day Saints have built temples in many countries around the
world. They offer working examples of Christian temples in operation. Their practices tap into much of the earliest temple strata of
Christianity.
In LDS temples, the faithful are given a new name and a white
robe, are washed and anointed, and are instructed through a ritual
drama of God the Father’s plan of salvation. Prayers are offered for the
healing of the sick and the afflicted.
Regarding baptism, you might be interested to know that LDS baptisms of males over twelve years of age are followed immediately by an
ordination to the office of priest in the Aaronic Priesthood. LDS men,
myself included, are later ordained high priests in the Melchizedek
Priesthood.
For many reasons such as these, Latter-day Saints will find themselves instinctively drawn to many of Margaret’s themes, sources, and
insights found in each chapter of this engaging book.
In conclusion, I devoutly hope that Margaret’s work will inspire
Christians everywhere. Her writings enrich ordinary sacraments with
extraordinary sources. Worship strives to tap into deep reservoirs of
spiritual power. By reconnecting the ordinary Christian’s worship
with its sustaining temple roots, Margaret takes biblical studies out
of the sterile confines of arcane academic arenas (where biblical studies usually languish) and reveals what difference these purposefully
obscure, guardedly veiled, and now long-forgotten mysteries can
make today in breathing new life into the minds and hearts of faithful
sons and daughters of God.
Imagine actually enriching every Christian’s baptismal experience
with the twelve powerful steps of initiation found in the Testament of
Levi, reflecting temple traditions older than the Temple of Herod. Or
imagine explicitly enriching the Eucharist with verdant themes of triumph, healing, fasting, charity, enthronement, thanksgiving, consecration, joy, covenant sacrifice, and cosmic renewal and reconciliation
(pp. 190, 197). Imagine enriching hymnody with a theology of unity
and harmony among all the people on earth.
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I was quite struck by Margaret’s quote of Psalm 73:16–17 (p. 192).
Those words apply to pondering all religious issues. The Psalmist said,
“It seemed to me a wearisome task, until I went into the sanctuary
[temple] of God; then I perceived their end.”
While Margaret is appropriately cautious about such matters
(p. 105), it is abundantly clear that some things that were perfectly plain
and precious in early Christianity have gone missing. The only question is how much of that lost tradition can now be detected, recovered,
and restored. If finding these lost pearls of great price is the knack of
the true detective, Margaret Barker can rightly be called the Sherlock
Holmes of biblical studies. Fortunately the “mystery” in her case is not
the search for a grisly killer but for that which gives eternal life.
So, Margaret has my sustained applause. I congratulate her on
her many years of fruitful research, and I enthusiastically hope for an
encore!

Antecedents of the Restoration
in the Ancient Temple
Frederick M. Huchel

Review of Margaret Barker. Temple Themes in Christian Worship. London: T&T Clark, 2007.
xii + 286 pp., bibliography and indexes. $130.00 (hardcover from Continuum Books);
$29.95 (paperback from Continuum Books).

M

argaret Barker is an unassuming British scholar whose primary engagement is with the Old Testament. Her expertise and
research have also embraced the New Testament and, more recently,
a consideration of Mormon sources. When I say she is unassuming,
I mean that her personal manner is utterly devoid of pomposity. By
contrast, her writing is bold and direct—she has not hesitated to turn
the world of biblical scholarship on its head. And when she speaks, her
crisp, direct delivery takes charge of the audience from the very first
sentence. Well trained, she writes and speaks with authority, but she
has chosen to be an independent scholar, free from the constraints of
mainstream academia.
Her first published book, The Older Testament, appeared in 1987.1
Since then she has produced twelve books and many articles. The
shape of her work can be traced by the titles of her publications. The
Older Testament puts forth one of her main theses: that the so-called
reform of King Josiah in the seventh century bc was less a reform
than a bold apostate purge of Judaism. She backs up her assertions
1. Margaret Barker, The Older Testament: The Survival of Themes from the Ancient
Royal Cult in Sectarian Judaism and Early Christianity (London: SPCK, 1987).
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with solid research. In the words of one Protestant publication, “Her
thesis is that the ‘reform’ of Josiah and Hilkiah just before the Exile,
was actually a massive repression of an older Israelite religion and
priesthood.”2 The writer adds: “These original elements were systematically removed—in terms of the furnishings of the Temple quite
literally—by the puritanical party we know as the Deuteronomists.
The Deuteronomists revised much of the tradition to suit their iconoclastic and radically monotheistic theology.”3
The Deuteronomist purge is only one of the hypotheses Barker
puts forth, but it is one of the cornerstones of her work. The bottom
line is that scholars have taken it as “given” that the text of the Bible
as we have it is reliable. Barker argues that there was an older tradition, the Bible before the Deuteronomists, as it were, that was based
in the First Temple: Solomon’s temple. She calls this older tradition
“temple theology.” With the destruction of Jerusalem just after 600 bc,
all known copies of the scriptures were destroyed. When Ezra and
his priestly colleagues recomposed the Old Testament during the
exile, it was an Old Testament with a Deuteronomist slant, a scriptural corpus from which almost all the old First Temple theology and
books were eliminated. According to Barker, “It is becoming increasingly clear that the Old Testament that should accompany the New
Testament is not the one usually included in the Bible.”4 We cannot
be assured that the books long accepted as canonical are the same
texts that composed the pre-exile canon. Nor can we be sure that the
books not included in the post-exile canon are properly excluded.
The Lord cautioned Joseph Smith not to reject the Apocrypha out of
hand (Doctrine and Covenants 91). One of Barker’s main theses is that
from certain apocryphal and pseudepigraphal works we can recover
2. “On Margaret Barker: A New Paradigm in Biblical Studies,” World Alliance
of Reformed Churches RAX Web site, http://home.earthlink.net/~paulrack/id55.html
(accessed 14 November 2008).
3. “On Margaret Barker.” For an explanation of the Deuteronomists, see Margaret
Barker, “What Did King Josiah Reform?” in Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem, ed. John W.
Welch, David Rolph Seely, and Jo Ann H. Seely (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2004), 523–42.
4. Margaret Barker, The Great High Priest: The Temple Roots of Christian Liturgy
(London: T&T Clark, 2003), xi, emphasis removed.
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significant elements of the configuration of pre-Deuteronomist, First
Temple theology—works carried (and preserved) far from Jerusalem
and Deuteronomist influence. She is specifically fond of First Enoch.5
Barker gives evidence that seems to fit well with the prominence given
to Enoch in Joseph Smith’s restoration—and especially with the presence of an Enoch text in the Pearl of Great Price (Moses 6–7).
The First Temple theology that Barker teases out of pre-Deuterono
mist sources gives a vastly different picture of the early Old Testament
than has been believed in both Catholic and Protestant scholarly circles.
“Were anyone to demonstrate these hypotheses,” one writer has pointed
out, “it could have the potential to cause a seismic shift in the way we
read and interpret the Bible.”6 In addition, “Barker paints a picture of
the era from the reform of Josiah and Hilkiah to the visions of John the
Apostle that is radically different from what we learned in seminary.”7
Mainstream scholars, it is true, tend not to like the implications of such
a radical shift, but they find it difficult to refute her.
Before she had contact with Latter-day Saint scholars, Barker
had staked out positions that eventually brought her to the attention
of Noel B. Reynolds, John W. Welch, Kevin Christensen, Daniel C.
Peterson, and other Latter-day Saints who found that her work was
supporting positions taken by Joseph Smith—positions that have
long been at odds with mainstream Christianity. She made some
tentative correlations with the Book of Mormon in her 2003 forum
address at Brigham Young University.8 She continued to consider
the connections in her 2004 book An Extraordinary Gathering of
Angels,9 in her address at the 2005 bicentennial symposium on
Joseph Smith at the Library of Congress,10 and in her address at the
5. Margaret Barker, The Lost Prophet: The Book of Enoch and Its Influence on
Christianity (London: SPCK, 1988). Republished by Sheffield Phoenix Press in 2005.
6. “On Margaret Barker.”
7. “On Margaret Barker.”
8. The presentation was published as “What Did King Josiah Reform?” in Welch,
Seely, and Seely, Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem, 523–42.
9. Margaret Barker, An Extraordinary Gathering of Angels (London: MQ
Publications, 2004).
10. Published as “Joseph Smith and Preexilic Israelite Religion,” in The Worlds of Joseph
Smith, ed. John W. Welch (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press, 2006), 69–82.
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annual meetings of the Society of Biblical Literature in San Diego,
California, in November 2007.11
It is in the interface between Barker’s biblical studies and Joseph
Smith’s restoration that the book Temple Themes in Christian Worship
(along with her other books and articles) has relevance for Latterday Saints. In effect, much of her work can be viewed as a witness to
important aspects of the restoration. Many doctrinal facets of the restoration that have been the most annoying to mainstream Christian
scholars are also the very things now shown by Barker’s research to
have come from the older tradition of the First Temple, whereas the
mainstream Christian tradition rests on the Deuteronomist textual
tradition.12
When Joseph Smith says that “we believe the Bible to be the word of
God as far as it is translated correctly” (Articles of Faith 1:8), when the
Lord says to Moses that “the children of men shall esteem my words as
naught and take many of them from the book which thou shalt write”
(Moses 1:41), when Joseph says—referring, we might now assume, to
the Deuteronomist recomposition of Genesis during the exile—that
the first letter in our book of Genesis “was not originally put there
when the inspired man wrote it, but it has been since added by an old
Jew,”13 the work of Barker and the doctrines of Joseph Smith’s restoration seem to complement each other. Barker’s work adds a dimension
of understanding to the “why” of things Joseph Smith taught.14
In Barker’s explanation of King Josiah’s purge we find a setting
and a matrix for understanding the whys of Lehi’s conflict with the
leading party in Jerusalem, leading to his own throne theophany,
his flight into the wilderness, the critical necessity of obtaining the
brass plates, and his two older sons’ conflict with him and Nephi,
who would appear to be holding to important elements of the older,
11. Margaret Barker, “Who Was Melchizedek and Who Was His God?” copy in my
possession, courtesy of Margaret Barker.
12. See Jeffrey R. Holland, “The Only True God and Jesus Christ Whom He Hath
Sent,” Ensign, November 2007, 40–42.
13. History of the Church, 6:475.
14. See, for example, the loss of the “plain and precious” things in 1 Nephi 13 (esp.
vv. 28–29).
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First Temple theology.15 Barker’s work starts bells ringing, bringing to
mind Hugh Nibley’s pioneering work on Christ’s forty-day ministry.16
It is the “Hidden Tradition” that forms the ancient context for Latterday Saint temples and temple worship as a restoration of things “kept
hid” from the world but given in sacred settings to the faithful from
the dispensation of Adam to the dispensation of the Prophet Joseph
Smith (see D&C 124:41; 128:18).
It is the First Temple tradition—the very form and function of the
First Temple—that, according to Barker, was markedly altered in the
temple(s) built after the return from Babylon. Explanation of this forms
the core of her work. The thread she strings together begins with The
Older Testament (the pre-Deuteronomist one containing the theology
of the First Temple) and proceeds through The Lost Prophet (Enoch)
and The Gate of Heaven (the temple). In her book The Great Angel,
she shows that the God of the Old Testament is Yahweh (Jehovah),
the same being as the Messiah or Christ of the New Testament. This
is a concept familiar to Latter-day Saints but foreign to much mainstream theology. The book On Earth as It Is in Heaven is, in her own
estimation, “in effect a supplement to The Gate of Heaven.”17 The Risen
Lord makes a bridge to the New Testament. She shows that Jesus, as
High Priest of what was considered to be a Jewish heresy, was in effect
rolling back the Deuteronomist apostasy and restoring ideas found
in the First Temple. In her commentary on Isaiah,18 Barker “argued
that Isaiah was the crucial influence on Jesus . . . and that the Isaiah
tradition continued to be dominant in the early church . . . [by representing] the world view of the first temple, an Enochic . . . faith . . .
known to the Christians who consciously looked back to the first, the
15. I have discussed this in my unpublished essays “The Book of Mormon and
the Deuteronomists” (2006) and “Things Kept Hid: An Ancient Context for Mormon
Understanding of the Old Testament” (2008).
16. See Hugh Nibley, “Evangelium Quadraginta Dierum: The Forty-day Mission
of Christ—the Forgotten Heritage” and other essays in his Mormonism and Early
Christianity (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1987).
17. http://www.margaretbarker.com/Publications/History.htm (accessed 18 November
2008).
18. Margaret Barker, “Isaiah,” in Eerdmans Commentary on the Bible, ed. James D. G.
Dunn and John W. Rogerson (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2003), 489–542.
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true, temple.”19 The Revelation of Jesus Christ20 continued her New
Testament studies, in which she argues that Revelation, as well as the
Johannine Gospel, was rooted in Isaiah and in the theology of the
First Temple. Her next book, The Great High Priest,21 consisted of a
collection of essays exploring the liturgy of the temple. In this book
she examines the “hidden tradition” as related to the liturgy of the
First Temple. In Temple Theology22 she spotlights such critical elements as creation and the eternal covenant. Her graphic exploration
of angel tradition, An Extraordinary Gathering of Angels, though at
first seemingly foreign to Latter-day Saint doctrine, ends up, I believe,
showing that the understanding of angels in the First Temple fits
within the context of the latter-day restoration, with references to
Michael, Gabriel, Raphael, and other angels. The Hidden Tradition
of the Kingdom of God23 highlights the importance of Enoch, Aaron,
and Melchizedek.24 The prominence of Enoch and Melchizedek in
First Temple theology is found nowhere in modern religious tradition
except in the restoration of ancient texts and doctrines brought forth
by Joseph Smith. Temple Themes in Christian Worship is, in effect, a
continuation of The Great High Priest.25 These elements should not be
foreign to Latter-day Saints, particularly those who are familiar with
Hugh Nibley, who introduced the Saints to many of the same subjects.
Although Nibley and Barker approach the subjects from different perspectives, their work seems complementary.
Barker’s passion is the recovery of the First Temple, its form and
function, in light of her discoveries regarding the pre-Deuteronomist
“Older Testament.” Her interest is in the temple, before Deuteronomists
19. http://www.margaretbarker.com/Publications/History.htm#Isaiah (accessed 23
October 2008).
20. Margaret Barker, The Revelation of Jesus Christ (London: T&T Clark, 2000).
21. Margaret Barker, The Great High Priest (London: T&T Clark, 2003).
22. Margaret Barker, Temple Theology: An Introduction (London: SPCK, 2004).
23. Margaret Barker, The Hidden Tradition of the Kingdom of God (London: SPCK, 2007).
24. See also her presentation at the November 2007 annual meetings of the Society
of Biblical Literature, held in San Diego, California. The presentation was entitled “Who
Was Melchizedek and Who Was His God?”
25. Author’s personal conversation with Margaret Barker, 19 November 2007, San
Diego, California.
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presumably changed both its form and function. She has explored
what she calls the secret tradition, as well as atonement, healing, liturgy, priesthood, the veil, and the holy of holies, in The Great High
Priest and Temple Themes in Christian Worship. In the latter book’s
first essay, Barker says that an Essene who received the musterion, or
hidden teachings of the temple, “swore a tremendous oath ‘invoking
the living God and calling to witness his almighty right hand, and the
Spirit of God, the incomprehensible, and the Seraphim and Cherubim,
who have insight into all, and the whole heavenly host’” to the effect
“that he would reveal none of their secrets, even under torture, and
that he would preserve their books and the names of the angels” (p. 5).
In the book of Ether, the God of the Old Testament appears to the
brother of Jared. The text says, “Behold, the Lord showed himself unto
him, and said: . . . Behold, I am he who was prepared from the foundation of the world to redeem my people. Behold, I am Jesus Christ”
(Ether 3:13–14). The identity of Jesus Christ as the Jehovah of the Old
Testament is familiar to Latter-day Saints, but it is foreign to creedal
Christianity. Barker discusses the understanding of early Christians
(building on the pre-Deuteronomists) that Jehovah and Jesus Christ
were one and the same being. “Jesus was Yahweh” (p. 76); “When
the Christians read the Old Testament, they read it as a record of the
work and words of Yahweh, the Lord, the pre-incarnate Jesus” (p. 78);
“John was emphatic that the One who appeared in the Old Testament
was not God the Father but Jesus, before his incarnation: ‘Not that
anyone has seen the Father except him who is from God; he has seen
the Father’ (John 6.46)” (p. 79); “There is no doubt that Jesus was recognized and proclaimed as Yahweh, the Lord, the Son of God Most
High” (p. 84); “When the Christians declared that Jesus was Yahweh
this implied he was a High Priest like Melchizedek” (p. 97).
Through a discussion of the Greek word Kyrios (p. 77), Barker
shows that when the New Testament refers to “the Lord,” primitive
Christians understood it in precisely the same sense as the word
translated “Lord” in the Old Testament: Yahweh (or Jehovah). Using
arguments that have not been adequately utilized by Latter-day Saint
scholars, she holds that
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Jesus was also described as “Yahweh”. John the Baptist had
preached “Prepare the way of Yahweh” (Matt. 3.3; Luke 3.4
quoting Isa. 40.3). He sent to ask Jesus if he was indeed the
one who was to come (Luke 7.18–23), and Jesus implied that
he was. Jesus was called “Saviour” and “Redeemer”, titles of
Yahweh in the Old Testament. (p. 77)
“The Old Testament,” Barker concludes, “was read as the record of
two deities: God Most High and his Son Yahweh. Philo emphasized
this, and since he was chosen to represent the Jewish community in
Alexandria before the Emperor Caligula in 40 ce, he and his beliefs
must have been acceptable” (p. 79).
Discussing a temple doctrine that she calls “binitarianism” (p. 92),
Barker explains that “worshipping one God and one Lord means that
there were two divine figures in heaven to receive this worship. Who
were these figures? This is a complex issue, not least because there is
so little evidence for anything. Absence of evidence is not evidence
of absence, especially when other factors such as later evidence make
one identification of the figures more likely than another” (p. 84). She
clinches her argument by saying, “The Christians were not involving a figure other than the God of Israel in their worship. They worshipped Yahweh incarnate” (p. 89, emphasis in original). She cites John
17 in support of her position (p. 90), a chapter translated as a temple
text, in the same sense, by Hugh Nibley.26 Barker explains temple
binitarianism:
Returned to its temple context, and interpreted within temple
norms, early Christian worship was binitarian because all
temple worship was binitarian. The human king was the presence or face of the Lord, Immanuel, and so Christian devotion to Jesus the Anointed One as Yahweh the Lord was no
innovation. Far from there being no parallel to this Christian
practice in Hebrew tradition, it was in fact the restoration of
the original temple cult. (p. 92)
26. See Hugh Nibley, “The Meaning of the Atonement,” in Nibley, Approaching Zion,
ed. Don E. Norton (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1989), 606–7.
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Barker concludes her essay with these words: “The Christians worshipped the Lord, the God of Israel. They knew—how we do not
know—the ways of the original temple and restored them. They proclaimed Jesus as the great High Priest, the Lord, Melchizedek, the
Son of God Most High, Immanuel, God with us” (p. 98).
Barker’s work may help provide the Saints with the tools to discuss
important aspects of their faith with others. The genius of Barker’s
work is that it helps us understand why our beliefs are as they are, that
they are not based in Joseph Smith alone. She gives us tools to take our
doctrine back past Joseph Smith into antiquity. Her work, I believe,
helped us to realize, in contrast to the Deuteronomistic doctrines that
were made normative, that our doctrine goes back to the First Temple
and that it is thus a restoration given by God himself to Adam, to
Enoch, to Noah, to Abraham, to Moses, and to Joseph Smith
In discussing the form and authority of baptism, Barker discusses the Greek word ’eis and notes that baptizing in the name of
Jesus Christ carries the meaning of “baptizing into the name of Jesus
Christ” (p. 119). She says that the phrase has to do with the authority
of the baptizer (the priesthood), implying “that the name was borne by
the baptizer and was the source of his authority” (p. 119). This is testimony of the form given in the Book of Mormon: “Having authority
given me of Jesus Christ, I baptize you in the name of the Father, and
of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen” (3 Nephi 11:25). She also discusses the anointing that follows baptism—as it does in the temple—
and says that a “derivation . . . , used in Egypt, mentions only one postbaptismal anointing, when the elder put oil on the forehead, mouth
and breast, the whole body, head and face, in the name of the Father,
and Son and the Holy Spirit” (p. 132). She quotes Cyril of Jerusalem,
whom Nibley quotes in the same context,27 as saying, “With this ointment, your forehead and sense organs are sacramentally anointed, in
27. See Hugh Nibley, The Message of the Joseph Smith Papyri: An Egyptian Endowment,
2nd ed. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 2005), 515–22.
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such wise that while your body is quickened with the visible oil, your
soul is satisfied by the holy quickening Spirit” (p. 133).28
Barker also takes on the subject of the heavenly ascent. In these
ascensions the end of the journey was the face-to-face meeting with
God. The pilgrimage tradition began and was brought into full bloom
with such journeys as the Camino de las Estrellas (the pilgrimage
from England and Europe across Spain to Santiago de Compostela)
and the journey to Canterbury Cathedral, so wonderfully memorialized in Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales.
The Deuteronomists had, Barker claims, “changed the language
to make it not state that the pilgrim came before the Lord. In the
original, the Lord came face-to-face with the pilgrim in the temple.
The idea of an ascent, and of a face-to-face meeting with deity, was
suppressed in the Deuteronomist ‘reform.’” Barker cites a number
of places in the Old Testament where the language seems to have
been subtly altered to obfuscate the original meaning (pp. 146–47).
Prefacing her list, she says,
Three times a year according to the ancient calendars—at the
Feast of Unleavened Bread, at the Feast of Weeks and at the
Feast of Booths—the men of Israel had to make a pilgrimage
to the temple, “to appear before the Lord” (Exod. 23.17; 34.23;
Deut. 16.16). “To appear before the Lord” is the usual translation, but the Hebrew actually says: three times a year shall
all your men see the face of the Lord. Under the influence of
the Deuteronomists and their spiritual heirs, it became the
custom to read the letters differently, even though the Psalms
show clearly what the original meaning must have been. None
of these readings involves any change in the consonants of
the text, just in the way they were understood and therefore
pronounced. (p. 146, emphasis in original)
28. Compare Hugh Nibley, “But What Kind of Work?” in Nibley, Approaching Zion,
265–70; and “Return to the Temple,” in Nibley, Temple and Cosmos (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book and FARMS, 1992), 56.
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According to Barker, “The pilgrim seeing the Lord in the temple must
have been a part of the older tradition” (pp. 148–49, emphasis in origi
nal), one that she identifies in the Old Testament. The doctrine of
the temple being a place to see the Lord’s face is a doctrine restored
by Joseph Smith. One most important thing that Richard Bushman
makes clear in his recent book on Joseph Smith concerns the point
and emphasis of Joseph Smith’s restoration. Bushman did, in a very
important sense, figure out what Joseph Smith was up to. “In the temple, . . . Joseph hoped his Saints would face God as Moses’ people never
could. At the completion of Solomon’s temple, God came in a cloud
of glory. A fall 1832 revelation said that when the Kirtland temple
was finished, “a cloud shall rest upon it, which cloud shall be even the
glory of the Lord.”29 “The people were told . . . [that] if they kept the
temple holy, ‘the pure in heart that shall come into it, shall see God.’ ”30
Joseph’s whole emphasis was to prepare his people to see God faceto-face. He restored the First Temple doctrine of the temple as a place
where one went with the full expectation of seeing God face-to-face.
This is the kernel that is at the heart of such verses as D&C 88:68 and
D&C 93:1 and that is brought to realization in D&C 110.
In Barker’s view, this brings up the matter of incarnation: the
anthropomorphism of God (p. 153). If, as related in so many passages
in the Old Testament (and related noncanonical texts), seers saw the
face of God, then God had a face. Barker cites Philo as saying (and she
gives linguistic justification for it) that the name Israel means “the one
who sees God” (p. 154), as indeed Jacob did at Beth-el (Genesis 28).
Indeed, the place-name Penuel means “the face of God” (p. 157). She
shows how the term was expanded to refer to Israel as a people and
later to Jesus himself (pp. 154–56).
Barker takes up the subject of the “Great Oath,” which she also
explored in an essay entitled “The Book of Enoch and Cosmic Sin.”31
Using words like “the Great Oath,” “the Cosmic Covenant,” and “the
29. Richard L. Bushman, Joseph Smith: Rough Stone Rolling (New York: Knopf, 2005), 217.
30. Bushman, Rough Stone Rolling, 222.
31. Margaret Barker, “The Book of Enoch and Cosmic Sin,” http://thinlyveiled.com/
barkerweb.htm (originally printed in The Ecologist, January 2000).
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Eternal Covenant,” which she says “are all, in essence, the same thing,”
she discusses the great ancient covenant that binds all creation. She
introduces the Hebrew word for “covenant,” b’rith, the German Bund,
“a binding oath.”32 Her treatment of covenant should remind Latter-day
Saints of binding and sealing in the milieu of “the New and Everlasting
Covenant.” Latter-day Saints find that Barker has in effect footnoted
Joseph Smith’s revelation in D&C 1:15 (“they have strayed from mine
ordinances, and have broken mine everlasting covenant,” echoing Isaiah
24:5, referring to what the Deuteronomists did to the temple) that altering the rituals of the temple brings a breaking of the cosmic (or everlasting) covenant, which, Barker explains, “binds the forces of creation”:33
“For they have strayed from mine ordinances, and have broken mine
everlasting covenant” (D&C 1:15). Such changes as the Deuteronomists
made in the temple bring destruction, says Barker (pp. 182–83),34 and,
as in Noah’s day, chaos begins to threaten the world.
In Temple Themes Barker comes back to a theme she mentioned
in her 2003 address at BYU. At that time, she said, referring to Isaiah
as a proponent of the cult of the First Temple: “Isaiah, it would seem,
favored the older ways. He spoke of the great tree that had been felled
but preserved the holy seed in its stump (Isaiah 6:13).”35 Keeping in
mind that Isaiah (740–701 bc)36 and Lehi (left Jerusalem 600 bc) were
roughly contemporary, and that Jacob’s allegory of the olive tree was
also set in the cultural milieu of that time,37 Barker’s statement about
the holy seed of the great tree (which she associates with Asherah in
the temple)38 being preserved in its stump ought to generate further
32. Barker, “The Book of Enoch and Cosmic Sin,” 2.
33. See Barker, “The Book of Enoch and Cosmic Sin,” 1. See also D&C 1:1–17.
34. See also Barker, “The Book of Enoch and Cosmic Sin,” 6.
35. Barker, “What Did King Josiah Reform?”
36. David R. Seely and Robert D. Hunk, “Dramatis Personae: The World of Lehi (ca
700 b.c.),” in Welch, Seely, and Seely, Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem, 52.
37. See Stephen D. Ricks and John W. Welch, eds., The Allegory of the Olive Tree: The
Olive, the Bible, and Jacob 5 (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1994); and essays
in Welch, Seely, and Seely, Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem.
38. See Daniel C. Peterson, “Nephi and His Asherah,” Journal of Book of Mormon
Studies 9/2 (2000): 16–25. A longer version of this study, entitled “Nephi and His Asherah:
A Note on 1 Nephi 11:8–23,” appears in Mormons, Scriptures, and the Ancient World:
Studies in Honor of John L. Sorenson, ed. Davis Bitton (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1998).
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study by Latter-day Saint scholars. It is not without interest that the
felling of the Asherah (a stylized tree) was contemporaneous with the
disappearance of the holy anointing oil from the temple (p. 215),39
that the holy anointing oil was olive oil,40 and that Barker links them
(p. 215). Lehi, I do not find it possible to doubt, was an anti-Deuteronomist, and the felling of the Asherah by Josiah (640– 609 bc)—which
happened in Lehi’s lifetime—would have been of great significance to
him.
Barker nicely complements Hugh Nibley’s article on the early
Christian prayer circle.41 She enriches our understanding of the music
that accompanied the temple choral dance that was thought to open
the conduit to heaven. In the context of the great throne-visions of the
Old Testament, she shows that not only the singing of angelic choirs
(p. 222) but also the sound of the beating of angelic wings “like the
noise of great waters” (Ezekiel 1:24) was music accompanying the
vision of the heavenly throne (p. 222), a vision opened up by the circular prayer-dance of the temple.42 This should help Latter-day Saints
see that Joseph Smith’s language describing his vision in the Kirtland
Temple (D&C 110:3) was part of a temple-prayer tradition that goes
back far beyond Joseph Smith, into “the Older Testament.” It helps
remind us, as did Nibley,43 that the angels surrounding the heavenly
throne in 1 Nephi 1, “singing and praising their God” (1 Nephi 1:8) in
that ancient tradition, may have been a heavenly prayer-circle chorus.
Barker finds the same angel chorus in the Ascension of Isaiah (p. 222)
when she writes, citing the Apocalypse of Abraham, “from his place
in the fire and the music, Abraham looked down on the creation and
39. See also Barker, “What Did King Josiah Reform?” 533.
40. This is not at all compromised by the fact that the Asherah was a stylized almond
tree (Barker, “What Did King Josiah Reform?” 526; Exodus 25:31–39). The best treatise
on tree symbolism is Robert Graves, The White Goddess: A Historical Grammar of Poetic
Myth (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Cudahy, 1948).
41. Hugh Nibley, “Early Christian Prayer Circle,” in his Mormonism and Early
Christianity, 45–99.
42. See Hugh Nibley, Teachings of the Pearl of Great Price: Transcripts of Lectures
Presented to an Honors Book of Mormon Class at Brigham Young University, Winter
Semester 1986 (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2004), 207 (lecture 17).
43. Nibley, “The Heavenly Prologue,” 6.
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was able to see the (formerly) invisible angels in their ranks: ‘the host
of stars and the orders they were commanded to carry out, and the
elements of the earth obeying them’ (Ap. Abr. 19.9). As he sang the
song, Abraham saw the harmony of creation” (pp. 224–25). She almost
seems to be quoting Hugh Nibley: “If they sang in chorus, would they
not dance? Philo says that the true initiate during the rites moves ‘in
the circuit of heaven, and is borne around in a circle with the dances
of the planets and stars in accordance with the laws of perfect music’—
the music of the spheres.”44 What we learn about the cosmic dance
can help us understand the cosmology of chapter 3 of our Book of
Abraham and its accompanying cosmic diagram (Facsimile 2). Writes
Barker, “There were far more singing angels in the Hebrew Scriptures
than appear in the surface text” (p. 237).
There are, of course, points in which Barker’s opinions diverge
from the Latter-day Saint tradition. However, some of the differences
turn out to be not so great as at first they appear. One item that seems
to be at odds with Latter-day Saint faith is Barker’s statements about
monotheism. Latter-day Saints stand firmly with Jews in the Shema,
the mantra-like “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord”
(Deuteronomy 6:4). Polytheism (I was once taught at BYU) is pagan,
and monotheism is Jewish and Latter-day Saint. The clue comes from
the reference that was the set piece of the Deuteronomist purge. Barker
explained in her address at BYU that the book of Deuteronomy was
written by the Deuteronomists and planted in the temple to be discovered and used as the foundation stone of the purge of Josiah’s time.45
It was the Deuteronomists who foisted the kind of strict monotheism
upon the people in the seventh century bc. Joseph Smith clearly shows
the truth of Barker’s claim. Instead of “In the beginning God,” Joseph
Smith renders it “And then the Lord said: Let us go down. And they
went down at the beginning, and they, that is the Gods . . .” (Abraham
4:1). Instead of introducing a stand-alone monotheistic deity, Joseph
Smith introduces a council of the Gods.46 At the end of his brief life,
44. Nibley, “Early Christian Prayer Circle,” 54.
45. Barker, “What Did King Josiah Reform?” 523.
46. History of the Church, 6:307.
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Joseph Smith was teaching the plurality of gods.47 Latter-day Saints,
of course, balk at the word polytheism but have no problem with the
idea of a “plurality of gods” who are one in purpose. Barker’s discoveries about the First Temple seem to go hand in hand with what Joseph
Smith taught.
Another “problem” is that of the resurrection. Latter-day Saints
view the resurrection as a return of the spirit to the body after mortal
death. Barker speaks of “resurrection” as a state of perfection or exaltation that can occur during mortality (see pp. 111–18). For her, resurrection is tied up in the concept of the “heavenly ascent,” a doctrine of
the First Temple but expunged by the Deuteronomists. Even the discussion of the ascent was forbidden. Elements of the heavenly ascent
tradition squeaked through into our Bible—for example, in accounts
of Ezekiel, Daniel, Isaiah, Jesus, and John. In Barker’s language, once
one had experienced the heavenly ascent and had seen God face-toface, one was in one sense “resurrected.” In his essay “The Meaning
of the Atonement,” Nibley notes that the divide is not great; in fact,
it is not really a divide at all. Barker tells us that “the central message
of Christianity was the atonement” (p. 20). Nibley explains that it is,
among other things, the at-one-ment that takes place at the veil of the
temple.48 After one has made the journey of the heavenly ascent and
has been taken into the embrace of God at the veil, one gains possession of certain keys. He has the keys of traveling at will up and down
the path of the heavenly ascent (see D&C 132:19–20). He has the keys
to bind, to seal, and to loose. His eventual exaltation is sealed upon
him (D&C 131:5–6). Whereas it is given provisionally in the earthly
ordinances, it is sealed upon him by the ordinances of the holy of
holies.49 In short, once one has the sealing, he becomes as one who has
received the blessings received on the Mount of Transfiguration. His
blessings and his authority are, in effect, the same as those of one who
47. History of the Church, 6:473–79.
48. Hugh Nibley, “The Meaning of the Atonement,” in Nibley, Approaching Zion,
566–68; 560–62 speaks specifically of the veil.
49. George Q. Cannon, in Journal of Discourses, 24:274 (12 August 1883).
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has been resurrected in glory.50 Barker says it this way: “Resurrection
could mean many things, but in temple tradition it meant ascent to the
heavenly throne” (p. 111). Then she argues that “this means that ‘resurrection’ in this sense was part of what it meant to be the Messiah”
(p. 112). This expansion of resurrection beyond Jesus himself into the
broader temple context has profound implications for the Latter-day
Saint concept of becoming “Saviors on Mount Zion.”51 Many of those
parts of Barker’s research that may seem dissonant in the Latter-day
Saint context find a snug fit when we become better acquainted with
the nowadays-lesser-known facets of Joseph Smith’s restoration.
It has been said of Hugh Nibley that “although he has not walked
down every hallway, he has gone along opening doors that others
will have to walk through for many years to come.”52 Barker seems to
have discovered some of the same doors. She is a teacher of Methodist
preachers. That seems in no way to hamper her in what she is finding.
In fact, she stands as a witness to principles restored by Joseph Smith.
She is not, of course, a Latter-day Saint apologist. She is an independent Bible scholar following her own lights. She is not seeking to support Joseph Smith, the Book of Mormon, or the restoration. For those
Latter-day Saints who find familiar chords being struck in her work,
Barker has become a kind of academic Thomas L. Kane.
Not only do her opinions constitute a “seismic shift” for non–
Latter-day Saint scholars by painting a picture “radically different
from [that] learned in seminary,”53 her work is equally stunning in its
implications for Latter-day Saints. For Latter-day Saints who wish to
better understand the Bible and their own scriptures, and particularly
for those who have been influenced by Nibley, Barker’s Temple Themes
50. See Heber C. Kimball blessing, given by Brigham Young, 8 January 1846; Brigham
Young blessing, given by Heber C. Kimball, 11 January 1846, in Nauvoo Temple “Book of
Anointings,” Historian’s Office Library, 8 January–7 February 1846, Family and Church
History Department Archives, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, CR/342/3/
box 4.
51. See Obadiah 1:21; History of the Church, 4:360, 424–25, 599; 6:184, 365.
52. John W. Welch, “Hugh Nibley and the Book of Mormon,” Insights 25/1 (2005):
3–9; also available at http://maxwellinstitute.byu.edu/display.php?table=insights&id=417
(accessed 23 October 2008).
53. “On Margaret Barker.”
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in Christian Worship (as well as her other books and essays) should be
of interest.
Do I agree with everything Barker says? No, but in light of her
background and her academic training, that is to be expected. The
points of intersection between her findings and Joseph Smith’s restoration, however, are far more numerous than those ideas that do not
intersect. I find that there is much more to learn from her work than
to quibble with.
This book—and really all her work—is focused on the temple. In
her conclusion, she makes it clear that “all the mysteries . . . can be
traced back to the temple” (p. 239). Her work is a voluminous and welldocumented lament that, beginning with Josiah’s “reform,” “the world
of the temple . . . faded from view” (p. 239).54 Her passion is a recovery
of the rites of the First Temple. It is this that overarches and undergirds her many books and articles. Having sketched the links between
the Christianity of Jesus and his early followers and the First Temple,
she notes, “The details of this sketch need to be filled in, but there is
enough here, I trust, to show where the roots of Christian worship and
its world view are to be found.” For Latter-day Saints, who hold that
their faith is indeed a restoration of the theology of Jesus Christ, and
of the things of the temple “kept hid” for many, many years, this book,
Temple Themes in Christian Worship, provides not only rich detail but
also the whys of the restoration, which will become more and more
important as Latter-day Saints have to preserve, protect, and defend
their faith in these increasingly secular times.55

54. This, of course, is the very position pioneered by Hugh Nibley in his 1959 essay
“Christian Envy of the Temple,” in his Mormonism and Early Christianity, 391–434.
Nibley’s study originally appeared in the Jewish Quarterly Review 50 (1959–60): 97–123,
229–40.
55. I am grateful to Dr. Gregory G. Oman, Gary N. Anderson, and John L. Fowles for
comments and suggestions that have made this a better review.

We Might Know What to Do
and How to Do It: On the
Usefulness of the Religious Past
Martin E. Marty

T

he historian who approaches a general readership or audience
is necessarily self-conscious about any proposed transactions.
When professional historians get together, they tend to be self-commiserating in ways that the public tends to associate with admirals
and clergy. Admirals often are sorry for themselves because of lost
ships and the decline of the navy; clergy, because of lost souls and the
putative decline of religion. Historians engage in whinging over lost
enrollments on college campuses and an alleged decline of interest in
the past.
The statistics are on the side of those who feel sorry for themselves. When curricular revision time comes, history often suffers.
When people overhear other people complaining about various high
school or college subjects, they tend to be complaining about history:
it was dull, boring, pointless, full of meaningless and forgettable dates
and names. At best it represented what Tennyson’s Ulysses was about:
“old, unhappy, far-off things, and battles long ago.” At worst it produced terror among those who did not think in historical terms but
still had to pass tests.

This essay, delivered on 20 March 1989 at Westminster College of Salt Lake City, is
reprinted with minor editing by permission of the author and Westminster College from
The Westminster Tanner–McMurrin Lectures on the History and Philosophy of Religion at
Westminster College (Salt Lake City: Westminster College of Salt Lake City, 1989).
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A pacific if not pacifist sort who ordinarily opposes capital punishment, I might make an exception in the cases of high school or
college teachers who help produce such reactions to history. History
deals with people, and people are interesting. It treats the living and
the dying, the healing and the killing, the fearing and the hoping that
make up the stuff of life—themes which engross us in respect to contemporaries. It takes real creativity to render history dull.
In support of the luckless and lackluster historian, let it be said
that she or he faces enormous odds in a society which devotes itself
so much to the present moment, which all but endorses and promotes
amnesia. People are taught to enjoy the “now,” to consume commodities offered at the moment, to be current and trendy, to rejoice in progress over stupid ancestors, and to be free of the dead hand of the past.
And yet . . . and yet: there are good reasons for contemporaries,
be they religious believers or not, to connect the “now” and the future
with what has been handed down and what they carry within them as
cultural inheritance. David R. Carlin Jr. spoke up well for this when
he showed how we can regard the future as a land of opportunity or
a region of responsibility. Seen only as opportunity, the future comes
at us as something with resources to be used up. Thus we grind up the
natural environment and, exploiting it, ruin it as fast as possible. Or
we can be stewards:
Ironically, the best way to develop an attitude of responsibility toward the future is to cultivate a sense of gratitude
toward the past. I am not going so far as to advocate Orientalstyle ancestor worship, but the Chinese and Japanese have
had a point. We are born into a world that we didn’t make,
and it is only fair that we should be grateful to those who did
make it. Such gratitude carries with it the imperative that we
preserve and at least slightly improve the world that has been
given us before passing it on to subsequent generations. We
stand in the midst of many generations. If we are indifferent
to those who went before us and actually existed, how can we
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expect to be concerned for the well-being of those who come
after us and only potentially exist?1
Theodor Adorno went even further. Recalling that most of human
life is suffering, not to be aware of the past and thus of suffering in
the past is somehow to rob the victims of the honor and dignity of
their suffering, to be less than fully humane, not quite trustworthy in
respect to the demands and cries of people in the present.
To go on in such a vein, reaching for a thousand easily available references of such helpful sorts, would be counterproductive: it
sounds like preaching and is not likely to keep awake those who see
the past as inert, dead, gone, not living in our minds at present. It
is more promising to point to the way history is with us, the past is
part of us, willy-nilly. One hears Canadian novelist Robertson Davies
speaking for any of us: “When I most want to be contemporary the
Past keeps pushing in, and when I long for the Past . . . the Present
cannot be pushed away.”2
The Past keeps pushing in unrecognized in many cases. A generation ago, in a time when the student generation was often formally
and systematically opposed to the past—dissenting against “Mom’s
and Dad’s” (and the Dean’s) world, trashing inheritances in the belief
that a utopia could then follow—cultural critic Eugene Goodheart
reminded them of a reality. In dealing with the Greco-Roman and
Judeo-Christian pasts, he noted for them that while they did not wish
to, or did not possess the tradition, the tradition possessed them. So
much of what we are is reflexive, gestural, unconscious: we have no
words, phrases, movements, or programs that are not colored by what
we inherit. Not to know the inheritance is not to know ourselves, to
be ignorant of what we are and can be or do, ready to lose our identity
and become powerless. To know the tradition is to know who we are
and to what we belong, to be aware of the repertory of options available to us.
1. David R. Carlin Jr., “Backing into Modernity: Confessions of a Cultural
Conservative,” Commonweal, 7 April 1989, 204.
2. Robertson Davies, The Rebel Angels (London: Penguin, 1983), 124.
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Not for a moment does this defense and praise of consciousness
concerning the past mean that contemporaries can or would do well
to live there. L. P. Hartley’s The Go-Between has provided a helpful
phrase to teach the distance from the past: “The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.”3 Forgetting can be as creative as
remembering. We would be overwhelmed if all the artifacts of the past
were saved and piled high. What if all magazines were as hard to throw
away as National Geographic? It has been hypothesized that the world
may soon tilt on its axis because no North American has ever thrown
away an issue of the heavy-papered magazine which looks as if it bids
for permanence. If everyone saved everything as they save National
Geographic we would be smothered. On these terms, the great enemies of traditionalists, antiquarians, and historians, the forces which
lead artifacts to dust, can be seen as creative. I cherish a clever myth
propagated by Katherine Whitehorn: after God had created all things,
“on the seventh day He saw all that He had made, and realised the way
things would go. So on the eighth day He bestirred Himself again, and
created moth and rust, His final stroke of mastery.”4
Clearly, just as our minds are selective in what they remember and
moth and rust are arbitrary about what they eat or destroy and what
they allow to survive, so we are and have to be selective about what
we claim and find in the past, especially for the purposes of assessing the religious present and approaching the future. A useful way
to approach the issue of how the layperson, which means the vast
majority of the human race that are not professional historians, deals
selectively with the past is to begin with “remembering.” We think in
commonsense terms.
This means beginning with individual and personal memory.
We call upon it and upon records supporting it to go about transacting daily affairs. When the Internal Revenue Service calls for a reckoning each April 15, all taxpayers become historians. They have to
have saved records and now draw upon them as supporting evidence.
Many keep diaries, to record their growth or to prime their memories.
3. L. P. Hartley, The Go-Between (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1953), xvi.
4. Katherine Whitehorn, “Dung-beetle urge,” Observer, 2 November 1980, 35.
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Contracts are deposits into the historical record, to be consulted periodically. No one credibly claims that one’s own personal experience is
a wholly reliable guide: neither narcissism nor solipsism is a friend of
history, and we may chuckle when people let their own range of happenings be the be-all and end-all of resources. In Chicago we tell the
story of a healthy nonagenarian, the emeritus chief executive officer of
a firm he had founded. During the 1970s his company called together
the employees, as it did for an annual “meet the ex-CEO” ceremony.
The patriarch, addressing them, waxed eloquent about how prosperous and good “the eighties” would be. He was speaking after the oil
crisis of the mid-decade was poisoning prospects for such a future.
One young middle manager who had not been briefed that one should
not ask questions asked a question. How did the senior man “know”
that “the eighties” would be good? The answer came with a smile and
a sweep of the hands: “They were last time!”
People are historians when they look at the record of athletic
teams in order to invest their hopes or their funds for wagering. Not
all learn: Chicagoans, for instance, foolishly build up hopes for their
Cubs and White Sox even though nothing in the record suggests reasons for such hopes. People are historians when they look at the performance of companies and at events in the careers of these firms in
order to determine whether or not to buy stocks in such corporations.
In intimate personal life we are historians; we live by story. If
religious communities are built on story, so are individual lives—for
example, in the miniature community called coupling or marrying.
Picture young lovers getting acquainted. One gives no hope for a
romance built upon conversations like those which would follow these
questions: “What are the ten principles by which you love?” or “What
is your formal philosophy of life” No, the two ask each other to tell
their stories, to be historians. “Have you been in love before? Were
you abused? Have you been divorced? Where did you travel? Would
you tell me about your parents and how you were brought up? Did you
have an adolescent crisis? Do you want to hear my story?”
Life is not only lived one-on-one, or by one’s self: we are social
beings, born in and destined for some sort of social, communal, and
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corporate existence. And here story, and history, come in in even
more suggestive ways. We have no access to a past beyond our own
memory unless someone has taken pains to tell or write stories about
it, to make it this accessible. Most of this can belong to antiquarians
and professional historians, archivists and pack rats. We seek access
to that which historians have tended at particular moments in society. G. J. Renier points out when: when we have to “stop to think.”
Stopping to think is an important communal act when a nation, a
church, any social group has to calculate and assess prospects.
Through reflection on artifacts, traces, group memory, people
find out who they are. John Steinbeck’s “Okies,” dirt-poor Oklahoma
farmers in time of drouth and depression, had to go to California,
their promised land. They crammed into dilapidated cars and trucks.
When someone said there was no room for old hats, china dogs, letters, and other keepsakes, they knew “how the past would cry to them
in the coming days. . . . ‘How will we know it’s us without our past?’”
and insist on taking them along.5
With identity comes power. Milan Kundera quotes the historian
Milan Hubl to show what Middle European tyrants and totalitarians
knew and know: “The first step in liquidating a people is to erase its
memory. Destroy its books, its culture, its history. . . . Before long
the nation will forget what it is, and what it was,” and it can easily be
exploited.6
We are ready for our text. Abraham Lincoln once said, “If we
could first know where we are, and whither we are tending, we could
then better judge what to do, and how to do it.”7 And knowing “where
we are,” by now it should be clear, depends upon where we have been,
upon our past and our knowledge of the past, upon history and tradition. It is our present duty and delight to connect all this now with
5. John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath (London: Heineman, 1939), 43. This reference and others to the value of the past and to the limits of its use receive expansive
treatment in David Lowenthal, The Past Is a Foreign Country (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1985).
6. Milan Kundera, The Book of Laughter and Forgetting (London: Faber and Faber,
1980), 159–64.
7. Abraham Lincoln, “House Divided Speech,” Springfield, Illinois, 16 June 1858.
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religious history and the present condition and prospect of religious
communities, of religion.
Religious communities are not made up of antique collectors. For
instance, the Christian church is not a memorial society; theologian
Jürgen Moltmann, speaking of faith in the resurrection of Jesus Christ,
says that the church is not a “keeper of the city of the dead.” While tradition keeps it healthy, when it loves tradition it is not a community of
traditionalists. (Jaroslav Pelikan, Yale’s historian of Christian teaching, says that tradition is the living faith of dead people while traditionalism is the dead faith of living people.) It lives by stories. These
can engender doctrines. Interpreting them requires the development
of and use of philosophy. Yet one would not through doctrine or philosophy have come to the detail of the narratives which engendered
Jewish, Christian, and later believing communities dependent upon
them.
I will illustrate this after reminding others what I remind myself:
technically, forms of devotion to “story” and to “history” are not quite
the same thing. History has a storylike character, but not all story is
what we usually mean by history. But for present purposes we can
conflate the two. Now to illustrate:
Dan Jacobson, a South Africa–born London novelist, has written
The Story of the Stories: The Chosen People and Its God.8 Jacobson does
not believe in the God of Israel. He thinks of this God as a projection, an illusion, an invention to fill social needs; one can find strong
hints of Sigmund Freud, Karl Marx, and Emile Durkheim in this
view. But Jacobson yields to none in his admiration for the way the
story of this God’s dealings has produced and affected Jewish history.
Jacobson writes about how this God chose Israel and covenanted with
the nation. This was a moral God, whose judgments were to fall on
Egypt and Assyria. But the novelty in the present case was that this
was not a mere tribal deity; Yahweh’s judgments fell most strongly on
the chosen and covenanted people.
8. Dan Jacobson, The Story of the Stories: The Chosen People and Its God (New York:
Harper and Row, 1982).
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Out of this awareness of moral claims and responsibility came
power for the people identified with Yahweh.
To be bald about it . . . , historically speaking: the societies
that developed along the banks of great rivers like the Nile and
the Tigris-Euphrates were bound to be more powerful and
hence more expansive than any that managed to perch itself
among the rocky hillsides and exiguous valleys of Judea and
Samaria. The rest—the “facts” of conquest and enslavement—
duly followed.
Only, the Hebrews had a story to tell, their conquerors
did not. That was the sole advantage they had over them.
And what an advantage that has turned out to be, all said and
done.9
Whether or not today’s Jews believe in the God of Israel—some do,
some don’t—the story or history still gives identity and power to the
community. The story of the birth of Israel and of the Holocaust are
the great positive and negative new chapters in the story. Philosopher
Emil Fackenheim is being an historian and drawing on history when
he says that to the received Jewish laws there must now be added one
more: that no Jew dare participate in circumstances which make
another Hitler possible. When Jews celebrate Passover or any of their
other feasts, they are expressing who they are in the light of story, of
history.
Christians similarly live by story. They see God’s activity in the
events, words, works, circumstances, and effects of Jesus Christ and
tell the story of his death and resurrection as constitutive of the faith
that forms their community. Some traditions, such as the Catholic,
extend the sense of story through the ages. Liberal Baptist theologian
Harvey Cox showed how wide the concepts of unfolding tradition,
story, and history are when he said that, in many respects, the Bible
is an unfinished plot—and “we’re in it.” But even the Restorationist
and Primitive communities—such as the Church of Christ, which
repudiates intervening Christian history—live off the original genera9. Jacobson, Story of the Stories, 126–27.
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tion of Christianity and its story. Christians engage in activity, healing, works of justice and mercy, worship and adoration, always as an
event-centered community; they draw upon the past to know “where
[they] are, and whither [they] are tending,” so that they might know
“what to do, and how to do it.”
One cannot speak or write under “Tanner–McMurrin” auspices
without being aware of the environment in which the lectureship was
sponsored: on soil where the Latter-day Saints acted upon the basis of
their history, their story. Mormons have not made much of doctrine,
of theology: they especially live as chosen and covenanted people in
part of a developing history. Much is at stake when the story is threatened, as it potentially could have been when forged documents concerning Mormon origins agitated the community and led to tragedy
a few years ago.
I had an occasion to address the crucial role of history in
Mormonism in an earlier lecture, happily and coincidentally sponsored by Obert C. and Grace A. Tanner. There I mentioned that “from
the beginning this faith was always characterized by its thoroughly
historical mode and mold,” and that I saw it as “historically classical”
in its tradition. When Latter-day Saints argue, they argue about morals based on history, or about historical events and their meaning—
and about how the contemporary community acquires its identity and
its sense of “what to do, and how to do it” from the assessment of the
character, quality, content, and impetus of that story.10
One could visit believing community after community for examples. What Shiite Islam is working out in Iran has to do with interpretations of Muslim history that go back more than a thousand years.
Yet people live by and die for or because of that history today: “what
to do, and how to do it” derive from the believers’ sense of “where
[they] are, and whither [they] are tending” in respect to early Muslim
history. Fundamentalists may not like the dynamism and flow of history, but they find their fundamentals in the past. Thus in American
Protestantism, the history of the creation of the world in the Bible, as
10. Martin E. Marty, “Two Integrities: An Address to the Crisis in Mormon
Historiography,” Journal of Mormon History 10 (1983): 3–4.
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opposed to scientific theoretical and empirical accounts; the “literal”
reading of the New Testament stories; the “literal” expectation of the
fulfillment of history in Jesus’ second coming—all these point to the
separate roles of story and history.
Dynamic and fluid interpretations motivate revolutions inspired
by religious communities. Thus the black civil rights movement was a
development of the stories of Sinai and the promised land, of American
slavery and liberation, of suffering and triumph, of evil surroundings
and potential virtue in the activities of the black community and its
allies. The “women’s movement” in religion involves a disinterring of
old texts and meanings, a re-visioning of the Jewish and Christian stories apart from the patriarchy which pervades so many of the accounts
of events. It is hard to picture getting a spiritual revolution going without reverting to the story, the history, of the community: how else
does one identify oppressor and oppressed and give moral legitimacy
to the attempt by the latter to inconvenience, change, overthrow, or
replace the former, in the name of God? Conversely: do not worry,
over the long pull, about people who try to change the world without “story.” They may project utopia, but getting from here to there
demands attention to event and events. People are relatively powerless
if they lack identity, plan, or plot as grounded in history.
Not to know history can be inconveniencing for those who deal
with people who live by story. The Jews who moved by story in founding Israel created new circumstances in the Middle East. Shiite and
Sunni Muslim fundamentalists, acting on their stories, jostle their
neighbors and may create terrorist circumstances for nations like
the United States, which live by other stories. Not to know the history of Buddhism was expensive during the United States’ venture in
Vietnam. To try to deal with conflict in Northern Ireland, or even to
know on which side of a street to walk, it is necessary to know long
histories associated with people called “Protestant” and “Catholic.” To
deal with the assertive Southern Baptist Convention, in the South or
in the North, it is advisable to become aware of what it meant for this
convention to be in Dixie before it was in the Sunbelt, to have roots in
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the Old South, roots which color the Baptist appropriation of a story
which happened on the east end of the Mediterranean millennia ago.
To be attentive to story does not mean that one cannot change the
course of a community. Indeed, one studies the story precisely to participate in such change. The nineteenth-century giants of Christian
church history—F. C. Baur, Adolf Harnack, Ernst Troeltsch—patented
or lived by the notion that “one studies history in order to overcome
history,” to intervene in history, to act and produce change. Adolf
Harnack thought that early Christianity had suffered from “acute
Hellenization,” so he had to tell the story of how and why that was true
in order to help it overcome what he thought was a Hellenic blight.
Now we can begin to see why Abraham Lincoln speaks to this
issue. In many ways, Abraham Lincoln was and is the theologian of
the American experience. He took the Declaration of Independence
and the Constitution, fused them, and made of this fusion what he
called his “political religion.” He treated the story with language
which drew upon biblical cadence and reached the hearts of the populace. He didn’t say “eighty-seven years ago” but “fourscore and seven
years ago” in his effort to sacralize the history, to render it formal and
ready for ritual, in the dedication of Gettysburg cemetery. His intent
was to mobilize a people to complete a set of necessary heroic and sacrificial activities which would extend the story of the fallen. He spoke
of the “mystic cords of memory” that bound the people. If Lincoln saw
a misuse of the sacred story, he reminded both sides in the Civil War
that they used the same story, read the same Bible, prayed to the same
God, claimed that this God was on their side. In the name of transcendent justice, he would then remind them that the Almighty has
his own purposes, that the people should seek to discern this God’s
mysterious will and follow it, aware that they could not claim God as
they acted out his story.11
Not all the history moves a religious community the same way.
There are decisive, shaping acts, and there are many passing, trivial,
11. See William J. Wolf, The Almost Chosen People: A Study of the Religion of Abraham
Lincoln (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1959); and Glen E. Thurow, Abraham Lincoln and
American Political Religion (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1976).
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forgettable, and not even potentially relevant happenings. Here a
community may reach for more remote elements in its history to
reform the present. Thus history can be a corrector of nostalgia,
since one does not reform very creatively on the basis of temporal
homesickness. C. S. Lewis somewhere said that if you do not know
history, you are likely to be a victim of recent bad history. Former
president Ronald Reagan, for instance, evoked images of an America
which had settled everything in its own settled way. He conjured
pictures of Norman Rockwell’s simple world, with the tower of the
white church and the door of the red schoolhouse beckoning people
to ordered existence in village America. His portrait had little to do
with the America which was, and anyone acting upon his vision of
the past would find, upon visiting it in reliable histories, that, like
Gertrude Stein’s Oakland, California, “when you get there, there’s
no there there.” There was no such “there.” The twenties and thirties
of this century saw American religion in a state of conflict, as its
participants contended over valid issues.
Behind them were also richer, longer histories. Nostalgia is the
rust of memory, not the steel itself. It represents the 1940s through the
Andrews Sisters but does not mention World War II, the 1930s with
“The Music Goes Round and Round” but not with the Depression, the
trivial without the suffering or the heroic. It is the root and depth of
a tradition that does most to determine identities, to give a sense of
“where we are, and whither we are tending.” So Jews turn to Moses,
Christians to Jesus, Mormons to Joseph Smith, Shiites to earliest
Muslims for direction and liberation.
Why turn to the beginning of a tradition? Common sense says
that all traditions are radical in their beginning. They may have appropriated from earlier traditions, other faiths: thus Christianity took
over the Jewish canon, just as Mormons take over a Jewish-Christian
canon. Each taking over alters what another community had made of
a story, but the appropriators need the earlier story as they add new
interpretations and events. The moment of appropriation: the call of a
prophet, the self-awareness and claims of a messiah, the declaration of
a new epoch; such a moment starts a new tradition, alters history, and
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is the perpetual spring behind the source of a dynamic as opposed to
a stagnant tradition in community.
Awareness of the radicalness of the origins and past decisive
events gives potential power to those who would suggest new things
to do and new ways to do them. Max Weber has said that there are
essentially two ways for leaders to deal with traditions of story, especially when there are texts. The one kind, the charismatic or messianic,
says, “It is written, but I say unto you.” More normally, but with great
potential, the leaders he calls “virtuosos” of a tradition, knowers and
tellers of a story who call a community to live by it, deal differently
with the history in the old texts. They say, “It is written—and I insist!”
Martin Luther King did precisely that with the sacred history of
Lincoln’s “political religion” and the sacred history of biblical religion
in America. His charisma was lost on southern sheriffs. But he knew
that in two hundred million minds there was some sense of responsibility to the Declaration and Constitution, and in almost as many was a
sense of a stewardship of and responsiveness to the biblical tradition of
justice, righteousness, and community. So he would first cite Jefferson
or Madison, if not always by name; then he would refer to Isaiah or the
Gospels. In effect King used history when he said something like, “It
is written—and I insist.” In his “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” King
almost gave up on his contemporary coreligionists in Alabama. He
speculated: perhaps, if they did not live up to what the texts insisted,
he would have to find a new community of the spirit as his base. Yet
he never went hunting for such a community, nor did he build one.
He was politically astute and artistically aware of the role of the existing story on which he drew for power to effect change. He told the
American people where they were and whither they were tending by
telling the story of slavery and freedom against a republican and biblical background, and that, as Dan Jacobson would say, was his and his
people’s (certainly effective albeit temporary) advantage.
If a long story, history, or tradition is vivifying because it was radical at root, and if it can become a lever for change by those who insist
on it, there is a third reason for noting the value of the record. It provides a larger repository of options than would otherwise be available.

40 • The FARMS Review 21/1 (2009)

Let me illustrate. The Second Vatican Council fathers showed an
awareness that they inherited a dying Christendom too devoted to tall
towers, fortress and cathedral walls, pretension, triumphalism, and
images to go with them all. The church as the Mystical Body was too
mystical, not sufficiently embodying. The bishops did not invent new
symbols, images, or models: they would have been eccentric, of little
effect. They had to draw upon what was latent in the historical record.
Thus they came up with motifs such as “the church as the people of
God,” or the “servant church” in a world that needs service, or “the
pilgrim church” for a church that was and had to be on the move
inside modernity. Even the language of utopia has to draw upon the
recognizable, so it rearranges pre-scriptions and prescriptions from
longer pasts.
Fourth, believing communities use history for self-liberation.
Historians of religious communities—and they may take the form of
preachers, teachers, reformers—learn to teach their contemporaries
that “there were no good old days.” What were presumed to be golden
ages were, to those who lived in them, full not of things golden but of
yellowness. One of my editors showed a good historical sense whenever he would get a letter saying, “Your magazine is not as good as it
used to be.” He would answer: “You are right, and it never was.”
It is liberating to gain that insight in order to acquire energies for
today’s tasks in religion. It also provides perspective on troubled institutions. In American religion, for instance, most of what is in trauma
or tension is an invention from the 1740s to the 1840s. The denomination, ecumenism, mission movement, Sunday school, voluntary
association—in every case an agency of promise in the midst of its
perils—were born as creative responses to constitutional republicanism, the separation of church and state, early industrialism, and frontier existence. If the ecology surrounding the faith communities has
changed, it may be that historical insight can suggest that believers
need not go to the end in sacrifice for the sake of the temporal inventions of the mid-eighteenth through mid-nineteenth centuries. It may
be that their God has in mind new creations and calls for fresh use of
imagination.
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How does a community go about effecting change in the light of
its story? I will point to four outlining elements in the approach.
First, there must be what is here implied, a cherishing of stories.
We have implied enough about how lovers, nations, and believing
communities ritualize their histories. But the historian, novelist, storyteller, teacher all must conspire to find refreshing ways to treat the
history which so often inspires apathy or rejection when it comes in
dull packages and treatments.
After this, the community uses history for the sake of informing
itself. Each set of believers has certain landmarks, certain established
paths, outlines, pathfinders’ marks, limits, specifiable dreams. Not
to know one’s way around these may inspire creative naïveté, but it
may also lead to the necessity for a constant reinvention of the wheel.
Awareness of what shaped a community seems to take time, but in the
end it saves time.
Third, there must be a constant projection, a pro-jecting. That is,
stories and impulses from the past get thrown up against some sort of
screen called the future. Merely to tell the story may produce art for
art’s sake, story for story’s sake. But a community which would help
assure a future for itself must make space for itself through faithfulness to its story and through imagination as to how to use it.
This means, fourth, an understanding of the ways the primal
stories are to be understood. Paul Ricoeur has given voice through
his career to a classification he may share with many. Someone—a
teacher, prophet, class leader, or preacher—confronts a community
with a text from its history. They may respond by wanting to learn all
they can about the world behind that text. That is what historians do:
they account for something by seeing what preceded it. But the world
behind the text is not our world. Second, they may do what literary
critics do: they study the world of the text. It is important to know
whether one deals with a letter of a poem, a parable or a psalm, a law
or a description. But people do not live by genre alone.
Ricoeur therefore posits another use of story, history, text: one
learns the world in front of the text. That is, a creative use of a text in
today’s world projects a future. It suggests ways of life, modes of being,
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styles of thinking which would otherwise not occur to one. That is, it
beckons for trust and a spirit of adventure.
Out of such understandings come various systems and philosophies. One can be a Jewish Platonist or Aristotelian, a Christian language analyst or metaphysician. Philosophy clarifies the language and
addresses the background and meaning of story in a believing community. For example, in the Christian case, philosophy may bring one
to an understanding of an ironic view of history. Reinhold Niebuhr
liked to show that the God who sits in the heavens shall laugh (Psalm
2:4) when pretentious rulers conspire. Yet that understanding does not
mean that history is without purpose and action without effect, that
mortals are fools and hindsight teaches cynicism. No, the same texts
show that this God is “humanely” involved with human history, that
this God has called and calls later believers into spheres of responsible
activity.
This “humane irony” allows for understanding of the past and the
present shape of the community in ways that encourage people to live
with ambiguity, paradox, and incongruity. They know they live in a
world of limits, of finitude and contingency and transience. But their
story, while showing them limits, also helps them endure and aspire to
fresh creation. History is a great enemy of fanaticism, but it need not
deprive those aware of it of resolve, ambition, or courage.
One sees a role for history in the social activities and pronouncements of religious bodies. Simply uttering ideology, trumpeting doctrine, or issuing commands turns out to be ineffective in free societies,
where believers have choice. Social pronouncements based on story
suggest “what to do, and how to do it” after reviewing the complicity
of the bystander with the oppressor, the terms by which enslavements
and deprivations occur, the heroism and saintliness or at least worthwhileness of the lives of those who in the past did something about,
say, homelessness, exile, or hunger.
In the American scene there can be specific applications to interpretations. I put energies into showing how and why it is that, in today’s
religion, it often occurs that “the committed people are not civil and
the civil are not committed.” We study how sects can contribute to
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revitalization of a republic but cannot truly be republican because
they do not allow for the integrity of communities other than their
own. We study what has happened with the rise of confusing pluralism. Once WASP males “ran the show,” centered and interpreted the
culture. All others— women, Catholics, blacks, Jews—at least knew
what they rebelled against when they rebelled. Was it so good back
then? Would we be as well off as ideologues suggest when they want
to legislate that America is a Christian or Judeo-Christian nation? We
recall from historical records that in the years of most churchly homogeneity—in respect to the authority and truth of the Bible, the value of
Protestantism, the moral law, the Christian story applied—the Civil
War sundered the faith community. Maybe the story of pluralism will
bring assets to a troubled nation.
In respect to the larger world, the historian helps relate the story of
one community to another. It is not likely—of course, it is not biblically
promised—that the whole world will turn Jewish or Christian. Believers
have to relate to other communities which they cannot convert or subvert. Thomas Mann has said that the world has many centers; there is
not likely to be but one. So we learn of the Buddhist, Islamic, Hindu,
and other peoples through their stories: of their gods, their rituals, their
beliefs, their experiences. Thus it is possible to draw closer to others
without experiencing the loss of one’s own identity.
I have not listed the ability to predict among the virtues that come
with an historical sense or knowledge in a believing community.
History does not help assure outcomes to predictions. The best one
can do on the basis of story is to point to paths taken and not taken,
and then let the community choose in the light of the record. Still,
surprise usually confounds the confident futurists.
Those who have heard or read this lecture and essay have no call to
become professional historians if they were not already on the trajectories of historical professions. Those who would live by storytelling,
keeping records, or interpreting histories cannot be kept away from
fulfilling the desires and needs in their history, any more than a “born
musician” can be kept from music if choices are free. But there may
be an oversupply of academic historians; the positions are limited. We
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are speaking of the ways in which nonprofessionals live by story, profit
from historical work, and provide action out of which raw material for
new stories can come.
The future remains horizonal, which means visible as a presence
but utterly unknowable in detail. It is the scene in which actors, communities, and agents must know “what to do, and how to do it.” They
act, not knowing the full consequences of their acts. But they act on
the basis of awareness of who they are, of past actions, of what they
can get from story, from history. They add to the story and thus provide grist for interpretation by the philosophers, or the writing of new
chapters by later historians. That, at least, is where I think we are, and
whither we are tending.

The Book of Mormon as Record

Louis Midgley

W

e have included several reviews and articles on the Book of
Mormon in this issue of the Review. In none of these essays
is there an explicit effort made to demonstrate the historical authenticity of Mormon’s book, since this is assumed or taken for granted.
These authors have their own reasons for doing this. But setting out
those reasons is not their intention, though these essays bear witness
of their faith. In each instance there is a prior commitment to the
historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon. In addition, none of
these authors see themselves as proving the Book of Mormon, something both unnecessary and impossible. Instead, the authors seek to
uncover and examine what they consider to be the unusually complex
and subtle message embedded in the text or, in one instance, to ensure
that what is believed about the Book of Mormon’s recovery and publication is accurate.
Authors who do not assume that the Book of Mormon is or at least
could be an authentic ancient text and hence a divine special revelation must necessarily strive to explain it away. Of course, when it is
read as a kind of hodgepodge somehow cobbled together by Joseph
Smith or fabricated by a sly, sinister group of conspirators determined
to play a hoax on easily duped, incredulous rustics, the book is read
differently than when it is read as an ancient text. When it is read as a
strictly nineteenth-century composition—perhaps as Joseph’s effort,
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either pious or pernicious, to sort out his own internal and family
conflicts or to settle for himself and others the troubling sectarian
conflicts of his day—much of the book’s complexity and richness, as
well as its strangeness, must be denied or explained away. Even the
way in which it presents itself as a record must be ignored.
Records . . .
The noun record(s) appears in the Book of Mormon some 210
times,1 often in the senses of bearing record and preserving or keeping records of things of worth such as genealogies and accounts2 of
events, or what we call history. The Book of Mormon is itself such a
record, or it presents itself as such and is taken as such by the faithful,
who read it as the product of a recording or bearing record of genuine
words and deeds, including past encounters with the divine. The noun
record thus seems to identify something done and something to be
cherished, as well as something that has been or must be written and
can and must be preserved, enhanced, and then pondered and obeyed
with one’s mind or heart.
The most primitive or basic way of recording or keeping in mind
words and deeds was and still is to write them on the heart—that is,
by memorizing them and thereby remembering them. Our English
words record (verb) and record (noun) come from Old French recorder,
which was borrowed from the Latin recordari (re- = again + cor-, cord
= heart). Something thus written on the heart includes the notions of
telling, reciting, and testifying/bearing witness. When we place something in the heart, or memorize it, we are reminded of our solemn
duty in connection with it. In addition, we inscribe words and deeds
so that others now and in the distant future can know and thus access
1. The word counts for record(s) and account(s) are based on R. Gary Shapiro, comp.,
An Exhaustive Concordance of the Book of Mormon, Doctrine and Covenants, and Pearl
of Great Price (Salt Lake City: Hawkes Publishing, 1977). Incidentally, the verb record
appears in the Book of Mormon only once, in an Isaiah quotation at 2 Nephi 18:2.
2. The word account(s) appears in the Book of Mormon some eighty times, most
often as a synonym for the nouns record or recording. See, for example, Ether 1:1–6, where
the giving of an account of events and written records are yoked.
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and remember these same words and deeds.3 The wonders of writing
in creating written memos or memorials seem crucial in accomplishing this end.
All of this is embedded in our scriptures. For example, the apostle
Peter once wrote a letter warning the Saints not to be “forgetful of
the cleansing of past sins” as they sought to enter “into the eternal
kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.” He also indicated that
he intended “to keep on reminding” the Saints of the things they presumably already knew. He clearly believed it was requisite to refresh
their memories. Hence the Saints “should remember the words spoken in the past by the holy prophets, and the commandments of the
Lord and Savior spoken through your apostles” (2 Peter 1:9, 11, 12;
3:1-2 NRSV). In the case of the New Testament, these written admonitions, some of which were placed in letters, were eventually canonized as the New Testament (or covenant). It seems that such written
texts were recorded in an effort to ensure that the Saints could remember the mighty divine deeds on their behalf and hence also what in
their covenants they promised to do. Today we periodically renew our
covenants so that we will remember and keep the commandments of
God and thus be worthy of the name Saint and eventually be justified
before God.
The Book of Mormon is an essentially historical text in which
mighty acts of God are recorded. The words and deeds therein memorialized include sacred covenants that God made with Lehi and his
faithful followers, as well as descriptions of the difficulties flowing
from failures to fully keep the commandments that form the moral
horizon of those covenants. Also included in the record are appeals to
older covenants that God made with Abraham and Moses and their
descendants; these seem to have been preserved as part of a sacred history contained in what Nephi called “the record of the Jews” (1 Nephi
3:3). Additionally, the pride and apostasy of a once-faithful people are
recorded in detail, seemingly as a dire warning to all those who are
tempted to forget and hence fail to keep God’s commandments.
3. The phrase “to break a record,” because it suggests going beyond the routine or
ordinary, refers to something genuinely worthy of being set down in a permanent record.
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We learn early in the Book of Mormon narrative of the Lord’s
commission to Nephi and his brothers to secure for their father, and
thus also for his extended family, “the record of the Jews” (1 Nephi
3:2–4). This record held, among other things, the genealogy of Lehi’s
own people as well a version of what Jews call “the Law and Prophets,”
though not all of what we now call the Old Testament. This record
was kept in the treasury of one Laban (or, as we will see in one of the
essays in this issue, someone that Nephi, writing years after the incident, labels as a “Laban”). In addition, Lehi and those who followed
him had, we are told, entered into a covenant to keep their own sacred
record (e.g., Mosiah 12:8), which was to contain, among other things,
a full account of the struggles and woes of those associated with Lehi’s
colony and their descendants. This record was written from the perspective of those commissioned to provide this account. It is also
assembled and written from the controlling perspective of Mormon,
the final redactor.
These records were, we are informed, to be preserved “for a wise
purpose” (1 Nephi 9:5), or, when some specific end was mentioned,
“for other wise purposes” (19:3). Some of these purposes are eventually set forth or hinted at. The most detailed account of the necessity of
preserving and enlarging the sacred record, even or especially with all
the dreadful works of darkness that discomfit and distress the covenant people of God, is provided by Alma in his instructions to his son
Helaman, to whom he entrusted the Nephite records (see Alma 37).
. . . Written on the Mind and Heart
But we must ask: why all this fuss about written records? The most
obvious explanation is that since our memories are frail, even among
those people who rely upon oral traditions, some permanent written form is needed and must be preserved for a wise but not entirely
known purpose. So we now strive to supplement or replace fragile
oral traditions by having scribes transcribe, copy, and circulate them,
as well as by having presses eventually publish what is recorded. In
faithful communities such written records are intended to provoke
memory and thereby inspire strict obedience to the commandments
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of God. When one properly and fully remembers and keeps those
laws, then one’s name is inscribed in a heavenly book of remembrance
(e.g., Malachi 3:16). But we must learn to focus on truly significant historical events and not on the flotsam on the debris-covered surface of
events. We must develop an anticipation of divine faithfulness as well
as a reverence for the past and the mighty acts of God that took place
on behalf of his covenant people. Then we must merge that past with a
relevant present, including the many dour and sour tales of apostasy,
and also with a glorious and triumphal anticipated future for faithfulness on our part.
While there is a demand for communal obedience manifesting
our clan’s success in remembering and keeping God’s laws, there is
also a plea for personal remembrance (Jeremiah 15:15). The proper
manifestation of faith is a memorial—the law written on the broken
or crushed heart and shown in our obedient deeds. Remembrance is
not mere curiosity, nor is it nostalgia for a lost innocence in which
faith once had a place in one’s heart or in the hearts of one’s ancestors
but is no longer really alive and well. These are merely somber manifestations of faithless forgetfulness and apostasy. We must come to
understand our present circumstances, including our own trials and
tribulations, as we endure our probation in the light of the record of
past and promised future divine faithfulness by striving to keep the
covenant our Lord and Savior once made with his people and has now
made or offered to make with us.
Some Notes on the Book of Mormon in This Issue of the Review
In 1995 Oxford University Press began a series, now approaching
two hundred titles, carrying the subtitle A Very Short Introduction
(hereafter VSI). These pocket-sized volumes of just over a hundred
pages are designed to make a variety of subjects more accessible to
curious readers. On the topic of what can be called “religions,” the
VSI series includes the following: Norman Soloman, Judaism (2000);
Malise Ruthven, Islam (2000); Kim Knott, Hinduism (2000); Gerald
O’Collins, Catholicism (2001); Julian Baggani, Atheism (2003); Linda
Woodhead, Christianity (2004); and Mark Chapman, Anglicanism
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(2006). In April 2008, Oxford also issued Richard Lyman Bushman’s
Mormonism. In addition, one can find VSI volumes on important religious figures such as Augustine, Spinoza, and Muhammad, as well
as volumes on the sacred texts of several faith communities, including John Riches, The Bible (2000), Michael Cook, The Koran (2000),
Michael D. Coogan, The Old Testament (2008), and Kyle Keefer, The
New Testament as Literature (2008).
We are pleased to announce that later this year Oxford will publish Terryl Givens’s The Book of Mormon: A Very Short Introduction.
Instead of reviewing this book, we have included in this issue of the
Review the entire second chapter, entitled “Themes.” We believe that
even Latter-day Saints who consider themselves close students of the
Book of Mormon will learn much from what Givens has to say in his
remarkable book. Much like By the Hand of Mormon, his earlier scholarly treatment of the text grounding the faith of the Saints,4 this VSI
treatment of the Book of Mormon makes an important contribution
to the study of this crucial founding text. Yet there are some radical
differences between By the Hand of Mormon and this VSI primer on
the Book of Mormon. In the latter, Givens does not begin by describing the book’s recovery or by setting out and assessing the controversy the book has generated. Instead, he examines its actual contents.
Whether familiar with the Book of Mormon or not, the reader will be
introduced directly to its subtle complexities.
In the chapter reproduced here, Givens also demonstrates that the
Book of Mormon pictures sacred scripture as “fluid, diffuse, and infi4. See Terryl L. Givens, By the Hand of Mormon: The American Scripture That
Launched a New World Religion (New York: Oxford, 2002), made available in paperback
in 2003. In this book Givens deals with essentially the full range of issues surrounding
the Book of Mormon—its recovery, the controversy it elicited, its place in the way the
Saints have understood their relationship with divine things, and so forth. And with
the publication of this book, Givens became the premier figure in Mormon studies. See
also his Viper on the Hearth: Mormons, Myths, and the Construction of Heresy (New
York: Oxford, 1997), which is a survey of literary anti-Mormonism and the closest thing
to a history of that bizarre, unseemly endeavor. Latter-day Saint historians, for various reasons, seem to have avoided dealing fully and directly with this important topic.
Givens has, in addition to numerous essays, published The Latter-day Saint Experience in
America (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 2004) and People of Paradox: A History of Mormon
Culture (New York: Oxford, 2007).
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nitely generable” and that “prophetic utterances cannot be final or permanently fixed.” In addition, the understanding of divine special revelation
set forth in the complicated narrative found in the Book of Mormon now
shapes and informs the way the Saints encounter divine things.
Without wishing to slight in the least any of the other contributors
to this issue of the Review, I also wish to call special attention to Brant
Gardner’s close attention to what he sees as Mormon’s method and controlling message as set out in the text he wrote and redacted.5 Gardner,
I believe, demonstrates that what we have is truly Mormon’s book and
hence the message he sought to convey to us, its future readers.
In addition, we have both a book review and an essay that examine the story with which the Book of Mormon begins—that is, the
unpleasant, even terrible account of the efforts of Lehi’s sons to gain
possession of the “record of the Jews.”6 Both of these essays draw on
recent literary theory in an effort to uncover the rich, deep structure
and major motifs embedded in our English text. In these and other
essays herein, we see what I consider to be the beginnings of a profitable line of inquiry into the Book of Mormon—one capable of opening up the meaning of language otherwise only partly comprehended
by readers. Such studies set the table, offering what might be seen as
the appetizer or perhaps the opening course for the full dinner that
awaits us but is not yet entirely before us.
We can, of course, even now enjoy the fruits of a careful study
of the Book of Mormon as we strive to offer our own memorial of
remembrance to the God who gave us such a rich scriptural treasure.
We must thereby learn to see our own present situation in light of
God’s faithfulness in the past. We should keep in mind that God also
remembers the covenants he has made with us, even when we go missing. In endeavoring to give our own acceptable offering to the Lord,
we should, as the Psalmist advises, “bless the Lord . . . and forget not
all his benefits” (Psalm 103:2).7
5. See herein Brant Gardner, “Mormon’s Editorial Method and Meta-Message.”
6. See herein Alan Goff, “How Should We Then Read? Reading Mormon Scripture
after the Fall”; and Steven Olsen, “The Death of Laban: A Literary Interpretation.”
7. I am especially gratified that the essays herein by Terryl Givens and Steven Olsen
have drawn attention to the crucial role of remembrance in the Book of Mormon.

A Book of Mormon Casebook

Kevin L. Barney

Review of John W. Welch. The Legal Cases in the Book of Mormon. Provo, UT: Maxwell
Institute, 2008. 496 pp.,with appendixes, bibliography, index. $34.95.

A

fter graduating from Brigham Young University in classics in
1982, I returned to my home state to go to law school at the
University of Illinois College of Law in Champaign-Urbana from 1982
to 1985. Many of the casebooks1 and hornbooks2 I used as a law student had been authored by professors at the college, including some I
took classes from, men like John Cribbet on property, Wayne LaFave
on criminal law, Ron Rotunda and John Nowak on constitutional law,
Richard Painter on securities regulation, and Harry Krause on family
law. This was an important, new phase in my education, and I remember it as a heady time, filled with rigorous academic inquiry.
At some point after the regimented first year of study, I signed up
for the legal history course taught by Professor Michael H. Hoeflich,3

1. A casebook is an organized presentation of cases in a given field of study used for
classroom instruction.
2. A hornbook is a text that gives an overview of a particular field of law, often a
single-volume summary of a multivolume treatise. The term derives from children’s
primers in England that were protected by a thin slice of transparent horn or mica.
3. I still have in my library some of the books we were required to read for that
class, including Hans Julius Wolff, Roman Law: An Historical Introduction (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1951); Alan Watson, The Law of the Ancient Romans
(Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1970); Alan Watson, The Making of the
Civil Law (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1981); Magnús Magnússon and
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who is now at the University of Kansas law school. I could see immediately that legal history is by its very nature an interdisciplinary
undertaking, one that requires the scholarly tools of both the lawyer
and the historian; either alone would be an inadequate preparation.4
Hoeflich had an impressive background that had prepared him to be
able to deal effectively with legal history. In addition to undergraduate and masters degrees from Haverford College and a JD from Yale
University, he also had an MA (equivalent to a PhD in the American
system) from Clare College, Cambridge. He had studied not only law
but also history and languages, which was a necessary prerequisite for
the type of legal history he was interested in pursuing.5 It occurred to
me that dealing with ancient legal history would of necessity require
this kind of substantial academic preparation.
Over the years I have followed with interest the Book of Mormon
scholarship of John W. Welch, and I have long thought that, given his
similarly diverse academic background, ancient legal history would
be a natural field for him to pursue. I have from time to time seen
references in articles suggesting that he has indeed been doing work
in this field. His new book, The Legal Cases in the Book of Mormon,
brings together in one volume material reflecting Welch’s interests in
Hermann Pálsson, trans., Njal’s Saga (New York: Penguin Books, 1960); and Katherine
Fischer Drew, The Lombard Laws (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1973).
4. Examples of scholars who have this kind of dual preparation for the study of
Mormon legal history include Kathleen Flake, author of The Politics of American
Religious Identity: The Seating of Senator Reed Smoot, Mormon Apostle (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2004), and Sarah Barringer Gordon, author of The
Mormon Question: Polygamy and Constitutional Conflict in Nineteenth Century America
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002). Flake has a law degree from the
University of Chicago and practiced law for fifteen years before becoming a professor of
American religious history at Vanderbilt University Divinity School, and Gordon has a
joint appointment in both the law school and the history department at the University of
Pennsylvania.
5. Hoeflich’s publications include Roman and Civil Law and the Development of
Anglo-American Jurisprudence (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1997); The Gladsome
Light of Jurisprudence: Learning the Law in England and the United States in the 18th
and 19th Centuries (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1988); “Roman Law and Forensic
Oratory in Antebellum America,” Zeitschrift der Savigny-Stiftung für Rechtsgeschichte
120 (2003): 189; and “Translation and the Reception of Foreign Law in Antebellum
America,” American Journal of Comparative Law 50 (2003): 753.
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law, biblical studies, and Book of Mormon studies. The book is structured as a kind of casebook, albeit with differences necessary to take
account of the ancient scriptural context of this particular study.
The book begins with a fourteen-page “Foreword and Personal
Acknowledgments” (pp. xi–xxv). Although this would be lengthy for
a traditional foreword, the point of this initial section is to describe
in personal terms Welch’s scholarly preparations as a legal historian.
This personal approach is both interesting and enlightening. There is
no one single path to becoming a legal historian, and so a personal
essay such as this documenting the path an author has taken is very
useful for the reader. Welch recounts studying Latin in high school,
taking a Book of Mormon class from Hugh Nibley at BYU, and discovering the phenomenon of chiasmus in the Book of Mormon as a
missionary in Germany.6 After studying Greek philosophy for two
years at Oxford University and getting his JD at Duke University, he
practiced law for five years in Los Angeles. In 1979 Rex E. Lee invited
Welch to join the faculty of the J. Reuben Clark Law School at BYU.
Lee told him that if he would teach one business-related course, he
could teach anything else he wanted to. Welch replied, almost in jest,
“How about a course on Babylonian law and the Book of Mormon?”
Lee responded enthusiastically that such a course would be perfect.
In Welch’s first year as a law professor at BYU, he taught a course
called “Ancient Legal Systems and the Scriptures.” Welch and his students began assembling bibliographies and other materials in the law
library, focusing in particular on biblical law and making the first tentative applications of that material to the Book of Mormon. Since that
first year, when forty very enthusiastic students took the course, Welch
has taught it every other year. Students in the course are required to
complete a substantial research paper, and a significant archive of
6. For a recent personal account of this discovery, see John W. Welch, “The Discovery
of Chiasmus in the Book of Mormon: Forty Years Later,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies
16/2 (2007): 74–87. For a blog commentary on this article, see Kevin L. Barney, “The
Discovery of Chiasmus in the BoM,” By Common Consent (17 May 2008) http://bycommonconsent.com/2008/05/17/the-discovery-of-chiasmus-in-the-bom (accessed 19 Feb
ruary 2009).
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these papers has now been created in the Howard W. Hunter Law
Library at the school.
The formation of the Foundation for Ancient Research and
Mormon Studies in 1979 (now part of the Neal A. Maxwell Institute
for Religious Scholarship at BYU), as well as the extensive involvement of non–Latter-day Saint scholars interested in biblical law with
the Society for Biblical Literature, and later with the Jewish Law
Association, brought necessary peer evaluation of some of this material as it was being developed. Welch’s free and frequent interactions
with other scholars have been critical in refining this material. One of
the fruits of these associations was the publication of Welch’s massive
biblical law bibliography, which has become the standard resource for
this subject.7
Legal Cases faces a formidable challenge right at the outset because
ancient law reflects substantial differences from modern legal systems.
Welch recognizes this and so begins the book with a chapter entitled
“Entering the Ancient Legal World” (pp. 3–18), which orients the
reader to this different legal context. The interdependence of law and
society in ancient legal systems results in circularities such that it is
incumbent on the student to understand not only the legal texts themselves but also the societies in which they were created. In approaching this material, one cannot think like a modern person but must set
aside presentist notions.
Some instructive generalities about the ancient legal world
include the following points. There were no enforcers of the law, no
police, no district attorneys. There was no distinction between criminal and civil law; disputes usually took the form of private lawsuits.
There were no paid, professional judges (this role being filled by town
elders, priests, or other respected men in the community). Nor were
there paid, professional advocates before the fourth century bc. There
were few officially reported decisions, and so judgments were usually
based on wisdom, custom, and common sense. Long-term imprisonment was rarely an option. There was, of course, no modern technol7. John W. Welch, comp., Biblical Law Cumulative Bibliography (Winona Lake, IN:
Eisenbrauns; Provo, UT: BYU Press, 2005), listing over 5,500 entries.
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ogy. Often reliance on the gods was the mechanism for guaranteeing
treaties. Many institutions of the modern world simply did not exist;
there were, for example, no banks, no employee benefits, no formal
charities. Welch proposes that Nephite society was not materially different from other societies of the time and that the case method is the
best way to reveal the inner workings of a real-life system (especially
given that we have no detailed Nephite law code but do have reports of
several actual Nephite cases).
In his second chapter, “Queries and Prospects” (pp. 19–55),
Welch establishes the basic parameters for the study. He correctly
observes that even modern lawyers find it difficult to determine what
the law is in their system (a sentiment to which I can relate!), and
this challenge only gets harder when we start to talk about ancient
law. A certain degree of indeterminacy is simply inherent in the
nature of the law and legal institutions. Biblical law texts have been
studied in a variety of ways, including from literary, historical, and
economic perspectives. What is the relevance to biblical law of further-afield ancient Near Eastern law collections, such as the laws of
Hammurabi? What is the relevance of later Jewish law? What was the
Mosaic code like in Lehi’s day? What challenges to studying biblical
law texts are posed by the Documentary Hypothesis?8 How should
we understand Josiah’s reforms? How would Lehi and his posterity
have kept the law? How has the lex talionis9 been widely misunderstood by modern readers? Did the Nephites change or adapt the law
of Moses to fit their own circumstances? What analytic problems
arise from the layers of authorship, abridgement, and translation
in the Book of Mormon? These are some of the issues that Welch
outlines in this chapter. He then explores the biblical ideal of “righteous judgment” by analyzing the twenty-five commandments of the
Covenant Code in Exodus 21–22.
In his fourth chapter, entitled “Judicial Procedures in Biblical
Times” (pp. 77–103), Welch seeks to distill and summarize various
8. The source-critical theory that the Pentateuch derives from the post-Mosaic editorial merging of four originally distinct yet parallel narratives.
9. That is, talionic law (“an eye for an eye”), as set forth in Exodus 21:23–25.
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biblical law precepts from some of the more than a dozen legal proceedings described in the Old Testament, which include the following (p. 78):

Legal Proceedings in Biblical Times
Laban against Jacob  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Genesis 31:25–55
Trial of the Blasphemer  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Leviticus 24:10–23
Trial of the Sabbath Breaker  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Numbers 15:32–36
Inheritance of the Daughters of Zelophehad  . . . . . . . Numbers 27:1–11
Marriages of the Daughters of Zelophehad  . . . . . . . . Numbers 36:1–13
Trial of Achan  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Joshua 7:1–26
Boaz at the town gate  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Ruth 4:1–12
Trial of Ahimelech  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 Samuel 22:6–23
Petition of the Woman of Tekoa  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 Samuel 14:4–11
Petition of the Two Harlots  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 Kings 3:16–28
Trial of Naboth  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 Kings 21:1–16
Trial of Micah the Morasthite  . . . . . . . .  Jeremiah 26:18–19; Micah 3:12
Trial of Urijah ben Shemaiah  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jeremiah 26:20–23
Trial of Jeremiah  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jeremiah 26:1–24
Trial of Susanna  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Daniel 13:1–64 (lxx)

Welch presents these cases in their full scriptural form in appendix 1.
With this extensive and substantial preparation, Welch turns
his attention in the bulk of the book to seven key legal proceedings
recounted in the Book of Mormon. (These seven cases are discussed in
their own chapters and, for convenient reference, are presented in full
scriptural form in appendix 2.) Welch’s very detailed, close readings
of these cases bring them to life as real-world disputes. Most students
read these passages superficially and see only cartoonishly one-sided
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“good guys versus bad guys” scenarios. But the reality is much more
textured and nuanced. A good attorney has to be able to see both sides
of a case, and Welch is able to see and communicate the perspectives
and motivations of those whom the text does not intend us to root for.
For example, as an attorney I felt not a little sympathy for the conservative legal position taken by Sherem, holding to the established
Mosaic code and resisting religious innovation. Being able to see the
genuine interests of the litigants in these disputes brings the cases to
life and makes them much more believable as actual history.
At the end of the book, in a section entitled “Closing Statement”
(pp. 383–89), Welch summarizes these cases in a series of “headnotes.”10
Rather than attempt a lengthy synopsis of each substantive chapter, I
will simply quote his summary headnotes for these cases.
Headnotes to Legal Proceedings in the Book of Mormon
The case of Sherem (Jacob 7:1–23). “The case of Sherem stands as
a classic case of an overconfident critic who seriously misjudges the
situation and makes unsustainable accusations of blasphemy, apostasy, and false prophecy. This episode should give pause to any would
be plaintiff or political opponent. Pride and hubris blur righteous
judgment. It is unclear what Sherem had to gain by accusing the aged
Jacob of these capital offenses, but what he tried to impose on Jacob
eventually came back upon himself.”
The trial of Abinadi (Mosiah 11–17). “The trial of Abinadi is an
archetypal case of abuse of power that resulted when King Noah took
umbrage at Abinadi’s remonstrations. The case swirls around a king’s
unwillingness to be corrected and his priests’ obsequious interest in
currying favor. Yielding more than a case about a gadfly who got swatted, the death of the prophet Abinadi will haunt King Noah, whose
execution by his priests shows that those who play with fire themselves
get burned.”
10. Headnotes in legal literature are brief summaries of cases (or aspects of cases)
presented as preliminary supplemental material to reported decisions in published case
reports.

60 • The FARMS Review 21/1 (2009)

The trial of Nehor (Alma 1:1–15). “The trial of Nehor is a classic case
of an angry member of a minority religious and political party who lost
his temper, feeling oppressed, frustrated, or insulted by the controlling
government. Probably assuming that his popular power base was strong
enough, Nehor figured he could use force with impunity. In his way
stood only the novice judge Alma, who had to make a politically difficult decision in order to reinforce and stand up for important legal
values and against the use of violence and physical force.”
The trial of Alma and Amulek (Alma 14). “The accusation and
imprisonment of Alma and Amulek is a shocking case of local pride
on the part of a schismatic group that got carried away in its rejection
of its previous leaders. Their tactics included perversion of the legal
system, bribery, self-justification, torture, humiliation, censorship,
and killing innocent women and children. This horrific miscarriage
of justice soon ended in the complete demise of the perpetrators.”
The trial of Korihor (Alma 30:6–60). “The trial of Korihor presents
a remarkable case of a radically independent thinker. Ultimately, his
case asks, at what point does the individual’s right to speak jeopardize the welfare of the community as a whole? Is speech more like
thought (which is necessarily protected) or like action (which is therefore publicly punishable)? Each society must determine the limits of
free speech and when it will hold people responsible not only for what
they do but also, in some cases, for what they say.”
The case of Paanchi (Helaman 1:1–10). “The case of Paanchi is a
lamentable case of a raw thirst for power among three brothers, all of
whom end up dead.”
The trial of Seantum (Helaman 7–9). “The matter of Seantum is
an all-too-familiar case of corruption, cowardice, and trying to get
others to do the dirty work under the cloak of secrecy. In this case, all
was eventually revealed, for God sees and knows all things, and this
ultimately leaves nowhere to hide.”
Amid the series of chapters devoted to detailing these cases, Welch
inserts an interlude chapter entitled “Comparing Sherem, Nehor, and
Korihor” (pp. 301–9). This chapter was necessitated by the common
argument, first made by B. H. Roberts in 1922, that these three cases
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form a sort of “triplet” and are simply stereotyped versions of the same
story, perhaps suggesting that they are not historical. Welch acknowledges that there are indeed similarities among these three cases, but
he suggests there are ways to account for the similarities, such as by
pointing to the common formularity among ancient legal accounts.
Welch then points out the differences among the accounts, featuring a lengthy table over two pages highlighting such differences. This
approach to the issue is reminiscent of Welch’s “An Unparallel,”11 a
previous treatment of Roberts’s studies on the Book of Mormon.
The final substantive chapter of the book is “Judicial Punishments—
Types and Rationales” (pp. 335–81). In this chapter Welch examines
various punishments available to judges beyond capital punishment—
including talionic punishments, stoning, hanging on a tree, burning,
slaying by the sword, flogging, banishment, shaming, and imprisonment—and the various juridical rationales for such differing penalties. Then follows the concluding “Closing Statement” (pp. 383–89).
Following appendixes with the full texts of the biblical and Book of
Mormon cases discussed in the book is a lengthy bibliography and
excellent citation and subject indexes.
Welch set out seven main goals for the book (pp. 17–18, 383–84):
(1) to examine the literary and historical backgrounds of the legal narratives in the Book of Mormon; (2) to compare the laws in the Nephite
world with those in the Hebrew Bible and the ancient world in general;
(3) to understand in detail the relevant facts and specific legal issues
raised by each legal case in the Book of Mormon; (4) to utilize all available tools of textual analysis, word studies, archaeology, and scripture
study in illuminating these legal passages; (5) to appreciate the judicial
procedures and outcomes involved in these cases; (6) to highlight the
roles of logic, persuasion, testimony, and divine intervention in the
determination of those legal results; (7) to extract legal and ethical
value from each of these precedents by determining what these cases
meant to the Nephites as their own political and religious history
unfolded and why these cases were eternally important enough for
11. John W. Welch, “An Unparallel” (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1985).
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Mormon to include them in his abridgment of what he considered the
sacred records of his people.
In my judgment, Welch has succeeded ably in achieving these
goals in this volume. This is a seminal work that establishes an essential foundation for the study of the Book of Mormon from a legal perspective. In his closing statement, Welch makes it clear that he views
this book as only the beginning of many studies he hopes will follow
from interested students, and I do not doubt that such further scholarship will be forthcoming. I recommend the book, and I extend my
heartiest congratulations to Welch and his students for the achievement in creating this study.

Myths on Palmyra’s Main Street

Donald L. Enders and Jennifer L. Lund

Review of Gordon L. Weight. Miracle on Palmyra’s Main Street: An “Old-Time” Printer’s
Perspective on Printing the Original Copies of the Book of Mormon. Salt Lake City: Gordon L.
Weight, 2003. ii + 32 pp. $4.00.

I

n 2003 Gordon L. Weight, a self-described “old-time printer,” published a short booklet on the Book of Mormon entitled Miracle on
Palmyra’s Main Street. The title is appropriate insofar as it encapsulates his central thesis: the publication of the Book of Mormon was
very literally a miracle—one he likens to the Savior’s feeding of the
five thousand (see Matthew 14:15–21). Weight writes: “The completion
of the printing of the Book of Mormon in a very short time period, so
that it could be available to the early saints on the day the Church was
organized, comprises one of the most astounding events that ever took
place in the history of the Church. To bring forth 5,000 copies of the
Book of Mormon in the Lord’s compressed timeframe, a little over six
months [sic], . . . is an absolute impossibility. It just couldn’t happen—
yet it did” (pp. 3–4). A few pages later he makes an astonishing claim:
“It’s my conviction, although nothing is written, that Moroni and
others from beyond the veil, having been given a spiritual mandate,
actually assisted and helped the workers in that little print shop. Their
‘divine intervention’ was the only way, the only explanation, and the
only reason that it could have happened” (pp. 11–12). Even more puzzling to us, however, is the fact that this slim, self-published volume
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with such bold, perhaps even outrageous, statements should find such
wide distribution and acceptance among Wasatch Front Latter-day
Saints. Before his death in November 2004, the author presented his
claims in numerous lectures and firesides. Although Weight is no longer alive to promote his booklet, there is still substantial enthusiasm
for his work. Just recently we were alerted to two instances where his
theories were championed in prominent settings. Since this booklet is
apparently not going to fade away, it seems that the time has come to
publish a review of this seriously flawed work.
Because the author is deceased and unable to respond, we hesitate
to critique this work. A review based on rules of logic and evidence
obviously outside the author’s expertise may come across as harsh.
Further, we cannot fault the author for his interest, his sincerity, his
testimony, or his good intentions. It is obvious that he desired only to
build faith. Yet it is clear that nonspecialist readers stand to benefit
from a reliable critique of Weight’s claims. The fact that his research is
poor, his arguments are based on unwarranted assumptions, and his
claims are unsubstantiated may, in the long run, do more to undermine faith than to build it. Testimonies strengthened by a “miracle”
that can so easily be disproved are in peril. Therefore, our remarks are
based on the rigor that we wish the author himself had employed.1
Evaluating Credibility
In an effort to establish his qualifications for writing the booklet,
Weight informs the reader that he spent most of his life in the printing business. After high school he served a four-year apprenticeship,
1. We have found only one other review of Weight’s book: John P. Pratt, an astrono
mer with some experience as a typesetter and printer, reviewed the booklet in his
monthly science column for Meridian Magazine in 2005. He focuses primarily on the
aspects of printing and is critical of Weight’s calculations, some of which are inaccurate.
He concludes that the stupendous miracles proposed by Weight were actually unnecessary since the work was accomplished with many small “miracles,” such as Grandin’s hiring of additional labor to speed the work. See John P. Pratt, “Miraculous Printing of the
Book of Mormon?” Meridian Magazine, 14 April 2005, republished on Pratt’s personal
Web site at www.johnpratt.com/items/docs/lds/meridian/2005/printing.html (accessed
3 December 2008).
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becoming a journeyman typesetter and working for the Deseret News
when type was still set by hand. During his lifetime, he worked in
many print shops, owned his own printing company, and taught at
Salt Lake Trade Technical Institute (pp. 6–8).2 This firsthand experience gave him valuable insight. Printing technology had, however,
changed dramatically in the 117 years since the Book of Mormon went
to press, and Weight’s experience does not equate to the experience of
those who printed the Book of Mormon from 1829 to 1830.
Weight shows no evidence of familiarity with the most important
sources concerning the publication of the Book of Mormon, citing only
John H. Gilbert’s 1892 “Memorandum” that had been prepared to accompany the exhibit of the unbound proof sheets of the Book of Mormon at
the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair. The fact that Miracle on Palmyra’s Main
Street contains no other documentation makes it difficult to assess the
depth of Weight’s research. In a few cases a claim is supported only with
phrases like “It’s recorded that . . .” or “One writer suggested . . .” (p. 17).
Much of his evidence hinges on unsupported generalizations such as “It
was the practice that . . . ” (p. 27), or even on his own presumptions, for
example, “Although nothing has ever been written, I believe . . .” (p. 29).
Weight states that many existing studies on the Book of Mormon
either give little attention to the actual printing process or make technical errors. He enumerates several examples of “erroneous suppositions” (p. 5) and concludes, “Without amplifying the list, it goes on
and on—some of the suppositions are so ridiculous, they’re almost
humorous” (p. 6). Ironically, we could say the same about Weight’s
own claims. The errors in this booklet are too numerous to deal with
individually, but we have selected the most crucial points and most
“ridiculous” suppositions for discussion below.
Central Argument
Weight’s central thesis hinges on two assumptions: (1) the Book
of Mormon had to be published before the church’s organization on
2. See also “Gordon Lee Weight,” Obituary, Deseret News, 28 November 2004, B07,
www.deseretnews.com (accessed 6 October 2008).
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the revealed date of 6 April 1830, and (2) it was impossible for a country printer to produce five thousand copies of a 590-page book in just
seven months. Yet, under examination, neither assumption holds up.
The date for organizing the Church of Christ was likely revealed
to Joseph Smith sometime in the summer of 1829.3 For Latter-day
Saints today, it seems logical that the publication of the Book of
Mormon should precede the formal organization of the church.
However, there is no contemporary evidence to suggest that this was
a divine imperative. Letters exchanged between Oliver Cowdery and
Joseph Smith when the Book of Mormon was at press express no
urgency about the publication. On 22 October 1829, Joseph Smith
wrote to Oliver, inquiring rather nonchalantly, “[W]e want to hear
from you and know how you prosper in the good work.”4 Two weeks
later, Oliver replied that “the printing goes rather slow as yet the
type founder has been sick but we expect that the type will be in and
Mr. Granden [sic] still think[s] he will finish printing by the first of
feb[r]uary.”5 In a 28 December letter Oliver alluded only briefly to
work in the printing office.6 None of these letters communicate any
anxiety concerning the publication, nor do the reminiscent accounts
from Joseph and his associates. There is no evidence that there was
a divine imperative that the Book of Mormon had to be published
before the church could be organized, nor that Joseph was unduly
concerned with the speed of the printing process.
Weight’s second assumption—that it was impossible for a country printer to publish five thousand copies of a 590-page book in
just seven months—is also unsupportable. Not only was it possible,
but Egbert B. Grandin and his associates did just that. In describ3. Richard Lyman Bushman, Joseph Smith: Rough Stone Rolling (New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 2005), 109; and Dean C. Jessee, ed., The Papers of Joseph Smith: Autobiographical
and Historical Writings (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1989), 1:300.
4. Joseph Smith to Oliver Cowdery, 22 October 1829, in Personal Writings of Joseph
Smith, rev. ed., ed. Dean C. Jessee (Salt Lake City and Provo, UT: Deseret Book and
Brigham Young University, 2002), 252.
5. Oliver Cowdery to Joseph Smith, 6 November 1829, in Early Mormon Documents,
ed. Dan Vogel (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1998), 2:405–6.
6. Oliver Cowdery to Joseph Smith, 28 December 1829, in Vogel, Early Mormon
Documents, 2:408.
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ing Joseph Smith’s attempt to find a printer, Weight gets many of the
details wrong and ignores the fact that it was not Joseph who set the
timetable for the publication but the printer. When Joseph Smith first
approached Grandin about publishing the Book of Mormon, Grandin
turned him down. Weight claims that Grandin refused because “his
print shop was inadequate, with little experienced help, and he felt
it was a work with which he didn’t particularly want to be involved”
and that “he would not be able to obtain enough paper” (p. 12). No
firsthand sources, however, cite such inadequacies in Grandin’s shop.
In fact, since the purchase of his new Smith Patent Improved Press in
March 1829, Grandin had been advertising as a “Book and Job Printer”
capable of “[executing] all kinds of Book and Job Printing with equal
neatness, accuracy, and dispatch to any printing establishment in the
country.”7 Grandin refused Joseph’s business because he believed
“the whole affair to be a wicked imposture and a scheme to defraud
[Martin] Harris.”8 Joseph next went to Rochester and contacted printers. Elihu Marshall, a book publisher, “gave his terms for the printing
and binding of the book.”9 According to Weight, Marshall agreed to
print the book at “an exorbitant price” and commented that “for all
the trouble he probably would generate by printing ‘Joe Smith’s gold
bible’, he needed extra incentive money” (p. 12). However, this quotation cannot be found in any of the primary sources, and there is no
evidence to suggest that Marshall calculated an exorbitant cost.
Joseph returned to Grandin one last time, stating that the book
could be published in Rochester but that for convenience Palmyra
was his choice. At this point Weight suggests that Moroni became
“involved in the process.” Although he notes that “nothing is documented,” he believes that “the prophet was instructed to once again
approach Mr. Grandin” and that this time, perhaps under “Moroni’s
influence,” Grandin decided to take the job (p. 12). In his effort to
insinuate Moroni into the process, Weight ignores the fact that both
7. Wayne Sentinel, 17 April 1829, 1.
8. Pomeroy Tucker, Origin, Rise, and Progress of Mormonism (New York: Appleton,
1867), 51.
9. Tucker, Origin, 52.
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Pomeroy Tucker and Grandin’s grandson said that Grandin had
been persuaded to accept the job by his friends.10 In just a few paragraphs Weight has made numerous errors, used dubious quotations,
and, based solely on his personal belief, ascribed action to an angel.
Amid all of this, Weight has missed the fact that it was the printer
who established the terms of the contract. Before accepting a job,
printers calculated exactly how much work was involved, what supplies they would need, how long it would take, and how much they
needed to charge to make a profit.11 John Gilbert, a typesetter and
printer, recalled that in June 1829 Grandin asked him to “assist . . .
in estimating the cost of printing 5000 copies of a book that Martin
Harris wanted to get printed, which was called the ‘Mormon Bible.’”12
Gilbert then explained how the job was calculated: “A few pages of
the manuscript were submitted as a specimen of the whole, and it was
said there would be about 500 pages. The size of the page was agreed
upon, and an estimate of the number of ems in a page, which would be
1000, and that a page of manuscript would make more than a page of
printed matter, which proved to be correct. The contract was to print,
and bind with leather, 5000 copies for $3,000.”13
Weight refers to Grandin as a “‘bumpkin’ of a printer” (p. 14).
However, Grandin had apprenticed, run his own shop, published a
weekly newspaper, and done considerable job work. John Gilbert and
Pomeroy Tucker, who assisted him, were both experienced printers.
They also had access to printing manuals of the day that gave instruc10. Tucker, Origin, 52; and Henry Allen as quoted in Larry C. Porter, “Egbert Bratt
Grandin,” Book of Mormon Reference Companion, ed. Dennis L. Largey (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book, 2003), 309.
11. Richard-Gabriel Rummonds, Nineteenth-Century Printing Practices and the Iron
Handpress (New Castle, DE: Oak Knoll Press, 2004), 2:813, 835–41.
12. John H. Gilbert, memorandum, 8 September 1892, in Vogel, Early Mormon
Documents, 2:543.
13. Gilbert, memorandum, in Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 2:543; Tucker,
Origin, describes the same: “In June, 1829, Smith the prophet, his brother Hyrum,
Cowdery the scribe, and Harris the believer, applied to Mr. Egbert B. Grandin . . . for
his price to do the work of one edition of three thousand copies. Harris offered to pay or
secure payment if a bargain should be made. Only a few sheets of the manuscript, as a
specimen, with the title-page, were exhibited at this time, though the whole number of
folios was stated, whereby could be made a calculation of the cost” (pp. 50–51).
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tions for estimating a job and price guides for various types of jobs,
including book publishing.14 Grandin, who had previously published
a textbook, knew the requirements, the resources that were available,
and his shop’s capacity.15 He apparently estimated that he could finish
the printing by early February, a period of approximately five and a
half months. In reality, it took longer—about seven months—because
of delays in acquiring type. Nevertheless, according to Tucker, the
printing was accomplished satisfactorily, and both the printer and the
customer met the terms of the contract.16
Publication Timetable
In his effort to establish miraculous parameters for the publication of the Book of Mormon, Weight estimates the time required for
each part of the process—typesetting, presswork, and binding—and
concludes, “It’s clear that the Book of Mormon should have taken, at
a minimum, 17 1/2 months to complete” (p. 25, emphasis in original).
Weight’s estimates depend on several questionable assumptions. For
instance, he argues that for the most part the different processes had
to take place consecutively rather than concurrently. However, typical
pressroom operations often doubled up with the compositor setting
type on one form while the pressmen printed another and an apprentice redistributed type from a third.17 It appears that early in the
printing of the Book of Mormon, type was limited. Gilbert describes
14. More than a dozen manuals and price guides were published in the decade
between 1818 and 1828. See the chronological list in Rummonds, Nineteenth-Century
Printing, 2:865–66.
15. Grandin published Tobias Ostrander’s The Mathematical Expositor (94 pp.) in
1828. In addition to that book and the Book of Mormon (590 pp.), he published in 1830
a work entitled Notes on Title IV Chapter II of Part III of the Revised Statutes of the State
of New York (98 pp.), in 1831 The Travels and Adventures of David C. Bunnell (200 pp.),
and in 1832 a second edition of Ostrander’s The Mathematical Expositor (168 pp.). Peter
Crawley, “The Publication of the 1830 Book of Mormon,” in The First Mormon Book: A
Celebration of the 1830 Book of Mormon with an Original Leaf (Salt Lake City: Benchmark
Books, 2000), 11.
16. Tucker, Origin, 53.
17. Lewis Crandall, Crandall’s Historical Printing Museum, Provo, Utah, telephone
conversation with Donald L. Enders, 17 June 2009.
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setting the type for a form and then working the press alongside
J. H. Bortles. By December, however, additional type had arrived,
and Grandin hired a second pressman, Thomas McAuley, so Gilbert
could devote his full attention to typesetting. Now they no longer had
to complete one press run before setting type for the next. At times
Grandin also hired additional compositors to assist Gilbert, and even
Oliver Cowdery set ten to twelve pages.18 Weight does not take these
changes into consideration in his calculations. He also dismisses the
fact that while Gilbert, and sometimes others, set type, someone else
redistributed it.19 These lapses result in serious overestimations of the
amount of time required for typesetting.
In a similar manner, Weight has also exaggerated the time required
for the actual presswork. He quotes Gilbert as saying, “Mr. J. H. Bortles
and myself done the presswork, taking nearly three days to print each
form” but assumes that a form refers to only one half of the pressrun
and immediately adds “or six days to print an entire signature” (p. 22).
Technically, the bed of the press was laid with two forms, each containing eight pages of text. One form contained the text for one side of
a signature, and the other form contained the text for the other side.
Thus the pressmen could make 2,500 impressions, reverse and turn the
paper, and then make another 2,500 impressions, for a total of five thousand copies of the Book of Mormon. This was a very efficient printing
method that is still used today. Weight ignores the fact that Gilbert’s
1802 memorandum uses the word form to refer to all of the type placed
on the press bed.20 Gilbert’s description of three days to print a form
18. John H. Gilbert interview, September 1888, reported in Andrew Jenson, Edward
Stevenson, and Joseph S. Black to Editor, 28 September 1888, Deseret Evening News, 11
October 1888, quoted in Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 2:541; and John H. Gilbert
to James T. Cobb, 10 February 1879, quoted in Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 2:523.
When Pomeroy Tucker notes printing delays resulting from the need to redistribute type
before a new form could be set, he is describing the situation in October 1829. The new
type that arrived in December and the additional pressman hired at the same time made
it possible to redistribute one form while another was being set. Tucker, Origin, 55–56.
19. “A Historic Press,” Latter-day Saints’ Millennial Star, 24 September 1894,
56:622–23.
20. Gilbert specifically described the process as “requiring 2500 sheets of paper for
each form of 16 pages.” Gilbert memorandum, in Vogel, Early Mormon Documents,
2:545.
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coincides with the usual production rate for handpresses of the period.
Pressmen were paid according to the standard of 250 impressions per
hour, or approximately four impressions per minute. However, this rate
was an ideal that very few pressmen could meet or sustain for long.
The actual average rate ranged from 156 to 166 impressions per hour,
or 2.6 to 2.8 impressions per minute. Since presses typically ran from
ten to twelve hours per day, a single handpress could produce between
4,680 and 5,478 sheets over a three-day period—just the right range for
printing a signature from the Book of Mormon as Gilbert described.21
For modern printers like Weight who attempt to measure the work
through their own experience, this may seem like an impossible task.
Yet it was standard fare for nineteenth-century pressmen. RichardGabriel Rummonds, a master printer and an authority on nineteenthcentury printing, warns that the production rates of modern handpress
operators are “irrelevant” when evaluating nineteenth-century printing
“since their [modern handpress operators’] patterns of production are
not commercially driven and, therefore, would not be comparable to
nineteenth-century practices.”22
Finally, Weight estimates that the binding process should have
taken two months to produce the first copies of the Book of Mormon.
However, in an 1879 letter Gilbert reported that the printing was completed in March 1830 and that “it was some weeks after this before the
binder was able to deliver any copies.”23 His matter-of-fact statement
does not suggest anything unusual for several copies to be bound in just
a few weeks, the first copies being advertised for sale on March 26.24
It seems that Weight was so eager to prove his thesis of a truly
miraculous production that he grossly overestimated the length of
time necessary to publish the Book of Mormon. Neither Joseph Smith
and his associates nor Grandin’s staff remarked on anything out of
21. Rummonds, Nineteenth-Century Printing, 2:835, 847; Gayle Goble Ord, “The
Book of Mormon Goes to Press,” Ensign, December 1972, 69; and Jack Larkin, The
Reshaping of Everyday Life, 1790–1840 (New York: Harper & Row, 1988), 60–61.
22. Rummonds, Nineteenth-Century Printing, 1:53.
23. John H. Gilbert to James T. Cobb, 10 February 1879, quoted in Vogel, Early
Mormon Documents, 2:523.
24. Wayne Sentinel, 26 March 1830, 4.
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the ordinary concerning the publication of the Book of Mormon, and
none attested to supernatural assistance. The volume was published
in about seven months—a month and a half longer than Grandin had
originally estimated. This feat was certainly a fine accomplishment,
but not a miracle in the sense that Weight uses the word.
Availability of Type and Paper
In addition to the timeline, Weight also sees miracles in the availa
bility of type and paper. He asserts that “type available to local printers at that time came from Germany or China” (p. 16), dismissing contemporary sources that Grandin obtained type from both New York
City and Albany. Weight claims that “there was not a printer’s supply
house in Albany, much less one that sold moveable type to printers” (p.
17). In the end Weight asks where the type came from and then, without explanation, answers with an emphatic “Another miracle!” (p. 17).
The reality is, however, much different. Gilbert tells us that the printing began in August 1829 when Grandin went to New York City and
procured “500 pounds of new small pica” type.25 (Weight even claims
that “it is recorded that Joseph gave Mr. Grandin a ‘font’ of new type”
[p. 17]. There is no evidence to suggest that Joseph provided type.) In
a December 1829 letter, Oliver Cowdery notes that the printing was
delayed because the type founder was ill, but Cowdery concludes,
“[W]e expect the type will be in.”26 This second order of type may
have come from a type foundry in Albany, as suggested by Stephen
Harding.27 Rather than being unavailable in America, moveable type
25. John H. Gilbert interview, 23 June 1893, in New York Herald, 25 June 1893, 12,
quoted in Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 2:552.
26. Oliver Cowdery to Joseph Smith, 6 November 1829, in Vogel, Early Mormon
Documents, 2:405–6.
27. Stephen S. Harding, a cousin of Pomeroy Tucker’s, visited the print shop on at
least two occasions when the Book of Mormon was at press, including the day the first
impression was made. He wrote about new type having arrived from Albany just before
his second visit, probably sometime in late September. There may have been another
order of type that arrived in September from Albany, or perhaps, with the passage of
fifty-two years, he confused the order that arrived in December with his visit earlier in
the year. Stephen S. Harding to Thomas Gregg, February 1882, quoted in Thomas Gregg,
The Prophet of Palmyra: Mormonism (New York: John B. Alden, 1890), 47.
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could be readily acquired through more than a dozen type foundries,
and Grandin is known to have purchased new type on several occasions.28 In 1829 there were eight type foundries in New York City and
two operating in Albany.29
Of all Weight’s claims, his suggestion concerning the miraculous appearance of paper at the print shop is perhaps the most outrageous. Although he provides no evidence and acknowledges that
it may be a poor explanation, Weight follows an unnamed author in
suggesting that the paper “appeared ‘mysteriously’ one day on the
back porch of the Grandin Print Shop” (p. 27). He then proceeds to
dismiss any questions that might counter such a claim and even provides a calculation for the height of the stack at 110 feet.30 As in the
case of the type, Weight’s assumptions are flawed and his research is
faulty. He further asserts that Joseph Smith requested that the paper
be “white and of a smooth texture, of such quality that one could not
read through it, and see the other side of the printed page” (p. 27).
Yet the process for making white paper was not yet available, Weight
claims, and the technique of making smooth, opaque paper had not
yet been perfected. Weight further asserts that books were usually
printed on only one side of a leaf, paper was not commonly available
in the size required, and Grandin didn’t have any money or a line
of credit to obtain paper (pp. 27–28). Joseph Smith undoubtedly discussed paper with Grandin, but there is no evidence as to what the
Prophet required in terms of its texture and quality, and the quotation
Weight provides is dubious. Although the bleaching process to make
“white” paper was not yet commonly used, the cream-colored paper
on which the Book of Mormon was published was widely available
and was actually preferred since bleached paper did not absorb ink
28. Wayne Sentinel, 4 July 1828, 3; 24 April 1829, 1; 29 January 1830, 3.
29. Maurice Annenberg, Type Foundries of America and Their Catalogs (Baltimore,
MD: Maran Printing Services, 1975), 79, 103, 116, 143, 172, 177, 229, 236. Grandin is
known to have done business with A. W. Kingsley & Co. of Albany. See advertisements in
the Wayne Sentinel, 18 October 1825, 2; 5 September 1828, 3; 7 August 1829, 1.
30. John Pratt points out that a stack of paper sufficient to print the Book of Mormon
would actually be 30 feet high, not 110 as miscalculated by Weight. See Pratt, “Miraculous
Printing,” 9 n. 8.
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well.31 Books were commonly printed on both sides of a leaf, and the
paper size was standard.32 Paper was widely available in America at
the time, and there were paper mills in Rochester, Ithaca, Shortsville,
Waterloo, and even nearby Manchester. At least some of the paper for
the Book of Mormon likely came from the firm of Case & Brown in
Shortsville.33 Entries from Grandin’s 1831 diary show that Grandin
also had credit accounts with Marshall, Forman & Co. of Albany and
with Ballou Brown in Manchester.34 There is no intimation in any of
the primary sources that there was any difficulty obtaining paper nor
any evidence that paper appeared miraculously on the back loading
dock of Grandin’s print shop.
Folklore
Weight concludes his booklet with an appendix labeled “Folklore
or ‘Faith-Promoting Rumors’” that features three stories. He admits
31. Dard Hunter, Papermaking: The History and Technique of an Ancient Craft, 2nd
ed. (1947; repr., New York: Dover Publications, 1978), 224–25; Rummonds, NineteenthCentury Printing, 1:448; and Judith A. McGaw, Most Wonderful Machine: Mechanization
and Social Change in Berkshire Paper Making, 1801–1885 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1987), 74–75.
32. Since the 1400s, printed books have typically featured text printed on both sides of a
leaf. This was certainly the case for books published early in the nineteenth century. We have
read or examined hundreds of volumes from this era over our careers and have never seen one
printed on only one side of a leaf, with the exception of pages containing engravings. For the
earliest examples showing printing on both sides of a leaf, see the online version of the exhibit
Ink & Blood: Dead Sea Scrolls to Gutenberg, which features leaves from the Gutenberg Bible
(1453–1455), the Fust & Schoeffer Bible (1462), and the Luther New Testament (1526–1529)
at www.inkandblood.com/the-collection/item-list.php?category=6 (accessed 19 May 2009).
For paper sizes see Rummonds, Nineteenth-Century Printing, 1:450, 457–58. The Book of
Mormon was published on paper 32" x 20" known as double post.
33. Charles F. Milliken, A History of Ontario County, New York and Its People (New
York: Lewis Historical Publishing Co., 1911), 1:415. Larry Porter notes that Milliken
incorrectly calls the firm Case, Abbey, & Co. Porter, “Book of Mormon, Printing and
Publication of,” Book of Mormon Reference Companion, 135. For other Western New
York paper mills and warehouses, see the Wayne Sentinel, 29 September 1826, 2; 28
December 1827, 3; and Palmyra Herald, 15 January 1828, 3; see also Milton W. Hamilton,
The Country Printer: New York State, 1785–1830 (1936; repr., Port Washington, NY: Ira J.
Friedman, 1964), 18–19.
34. Egbert B. Grandin, diary typescript, 27 April 1831, 5 May 1831, 3 June 1831 (p. 4),
Church History Library, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Salt Lake City, UT.
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there is no evidence to support their veracity. The first item is a variation on the miraculously appearing paper story. A Palmyra constable is startled by a loud commotion behind Grandin’s print shop.
Running to the rear of the building, he finds a large pile of paper on
the back porch and footprints and wagon wheel marks in the dirt. The
second narrative asserts that John Gilbert wrote a letter to his sister in
which he described arriving at the print shop in the morning to find
all of the type from the previous day’s printing to have been magically
redistributed into the type cases, each letter “neatly standing on its
feet, face up” (p. 32). (If this were true, it is puzzling that Gilbert never
mentioned this fact in any of the statements, letters, or interviews
that recount his experiences.) And finally, the most fantastic of all:
Ruffians attempted to destroy the press, but the bolts had fused and
the press was now one solid mass held together by “angel glue” (p. 32).
The troublemakers were unable to slide the press across the floor to the
door, so they decided to remove part of a wall and toss it to the street
below. However, the building groaned and frightened off its attackers.
If these stories are actually circulating either in Palmyra or among
Latter-day Saints as folk narratives, then Weight has done a valuable
service by capturing these accounts. However, we have not found these
stories documented in the standard Mormon folklore references nor in
Brigham Young University’s folklore archives. Unfortunately, Weight
has not provided the context in which he collected these stories, an
element crucial for understanding the circulation of folk narratives.
Miscellaneous Claims
Lastly, Weight makes further assertions about the publication
of the Book of Mormon that are intended to support his thesis or
to amplify the book’s marvelous character. Yet these too are either
unsupportable or flawed. Here are just a few examples:
• Edition size. Weight argues that a five-thousand-copy edition
was “a task larger printing companies in other cities wouldn’t even
consider” and that the Book of Mormon “was a gigantic job, ahead of
the book industry by nearly 20 years” (pp. 14–15). It is true that a fivethousand-copy edition was quite large for the time, but to suggest that
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other printers would not consider such a job is inaccurate. Such large
editions were technically possible, but they were not common because
of the limited market. The only work typically printed in such large
editions was the Bible, a volume guaranteed a readership in the religiously charged atmosphere of the day. Weight further assumes that
book publishing was centered in East Coast cities. However, there was
an enormous demand for reading material, and many country printers rose to the challenge. For example, Ebenezer and Dan Merriam
of Brookfield, Massachusetts, published at least one book a year, and
sometimes several, between 1798 and 1840. These were usually editions of fewer than three thousand; however, in 1815 they published a
twelve-thousand-copy edition of the Bible.35
• Blank pages. In describing the printing of the Book of
Mormon, Weight states that the volume “required 37 forms (fronts
and backs) of 16 pages each, 592 pages in all, including 22 blank pages,
which were not printed. The blank pages were used at the backs of
chapters to complete a signature” (p. 21). However, an examination of
an original or replica copy of the Book of Mormon reveals that there
are no blank pages between either books or chapters. There are only
two blank pages in the entire volume.36
• Press availability. Weight argues that the printing of Grandin’s
weekly newspaper, the Wayne Sentinel, took time away from printing
the Book of Mormon. However, Grandin’s shop had two presses. The
Ramage press, acquired when Grandin purchased the shop in 1827,
was perfectly suited to publishing a newspaper and had in fact long
printed the Wayne Sentinel. With two presses at hand, Grandin could
publish his weekly newspaper and other job work without disrupting
the printing of the Book of Mormon.
35. Jack Larkin, “The Merriams of Brookfield: Printing in the Economy and Culture
of Rural Massachusetts in the Early Nineteenth Century,” Proceedings of the American
Antiquarian Society 96 (1986): 45, 59, 61.
36. It appears that rather than examining the book in a library, Weight was relying
on John Gilbert’s memorandum, which refers to 570 printed pages—likely a simple error
on Gilbert’s part. The actual count of printed pages is 590. Two interviews with Gilbert
specify 580 pages. See Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 2:517, 539, 545.
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• Grandin clamp. Weight claims that during the binding process the bookbinders “devised a locking clamp” to hold the signatures
together and that this clamp is still used in small print shops today
(p. 24). We were unable to document a “Grandin clamp” in use in
the bookbinding or printing industries.37 Besides, Grandin was a
printer, not a bookbinder. Any device that may have been developed
in the bindery would have most likely been named for Luther Howard,
Grandin’s sometime partner in a book bindery.
Conclusion
Miracle on Palmyra’s Main Street introduces a series of claims
based on faulty logic, dubious sources, and flagrant errors, all dressed
in the rhetoric of promoting faith and strengthening testimonies. It is
unfortunate that so many people through the years have accepted the
booklet’s assertions uncritically and that a look at the actual evidence
may have the opposite effect of what Weight intended. Readers are not
always able to distinguish between an author’s unsupportable claims
and the actual miracle of a young prophet and printer, both intelligent
and able, in the right place at the right time, to bring forth the Book
of Mormon.

37. A classic text on bookbinding illustrates several different types of presses used in
binderies but does not mention any clamps or, in particular, a “Grandin clamp.” Weight seems
to describe the function of a lying press, which, according to this bookbinding text, “in a simplified form . . . dates back to very early times.” See Edith Diehl, Bookbinding: Its Background
and Technique (1946; repr., New York: Dover Publications, 1980), 2:8–12, 19. We reviewed
the following additional sources, none of which mentioned a “Grandin clamp”: Rummonds,
Nineteenth-Century Printing, vols. 1–2; and Geoffrey Ashall Glaister, Glaister’s Glossary of the
Book, 2nd ed., rev. (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1979).

Setting a New Standard

James E. Faulconer

Brant A. Gardner, Second Witness: Analytical and Contextual Commentary on the Book of
Mormon. 6 vols. Salt Lake City: Greg Kofford Books, 2007. Volume 1: First Nephi, 469 pp.;
Volume 2: Second Nephi–Jacob, 626 pp.; Volume 3: Enos–Mosiah, 543 pp.; Volume 4: Alma,
845 pp.; Volume 5: Helaman–Third Nephi, 669 pp.; Volume 6: Fourth Nephi–Moroni, 698
pp. (each with bibliography and index). $39.95 each except vol. 4 ($49.95).

B

eginning with George Reynolds and Janne M. Sjodahl’s sevenvolume Commentary on the Book of Mormon (1955–61), Latterday Saints have produced commentaries on the Book of Mormon.
Few, however, have measured up to Reynolds and Sjodahl’s intent to
respond to the Book of Mormon in a scholarly manner that takes the
antiquity of the Book of Mormon as a given and then comes at the
text with reflection informed by as much contemporary scholarship
as possible. Brant A. Gardner takes up that challenge: “My goal is
to concentrate the insights of many disciplines and scholars to provide greater understanding of a particular passage, and as a result,
the greater message of the text as a whole” (1:xi). I would say that
Gardner’s is the first such textually based and academically informed
commentary on the Book of Mormon since Reynolds and Sjodahl.
Each entry in these volumes begins with a pericope of scripture
from the Book of Mormon. That is important because this is a textual
commentary that “concentrates on the composition and structure of
the original text on the plates that Joseph Smith translated” (1:xii).
Gardner is interested in history, ideas, culture, theology, and so forth,
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and his commentary shows it. But he ties that interest directly to the
text, beginning from it and using it as the standard for judging the
things he says.
Gardner follows the pericope with two kinds of comments, those
on text and those on context. The textual analysis may involve anything from a discussion of “the composition and structure of the
original plates” (1:xii) to a look at the import of variations in the original and printer’s manuscripts of the Book of Mormon or an analysis
of the rhetoric of the passage. The content analysis responds to matters in the text such as doctrine (which Gardner is quite right to call,
instead, “scripture,” eschewing any claim to authority on what the
Book of Mormon teaches), geography, and symbolism, and it includes
Gardner’s attempts to understand the history and culture of Book of
Mormon peoples.
Importantly, when Gardner comments on such things as Book
of Mormon geography (in which he follows John L. Sorenson’s correlation of the Book of Mormon to Mesoamerican geography), he
“attempts to find Mesoamerica in the Book of Mormon rather than
the Book of Mormon in Mesoamerica” (1:4). In other words, Gardner
looks for things that we know about Mesoamerican culture that will
bring light to our understanding of the Book of Mormon rather than
trying to show how the influence of Book of Mormon peoples can
be found in Mesoamerica. The result is a responsible application of
scholarship to the Book of Mormon. As Mark Alan Wright says on
the dust jacket for the Alma volume, “Gardner paints a vivid picture
of events in Alma through his deft application of reputable scholarship in Mesoamerican culture. Warfare, economics, agriculture, religious practices—all take on new solidity in this fascinating approach.”
Readers can see an example of this application of contemporary scholarship in Gardner’s discussion of the Gadianton robbers: “Mormon is
describing, not a band of thieves or brigands, but a city-state that had
its own agricultural base but increased its wealth by subjugating other
cities and forcing them to pay tribute” (5:247).
More important, however, than Gardner’s careful and responsible
use of contemporary scholarship is his careful and responsible reading
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of the text itself. Though he does not give as much credence as many
other scholars do to Royal Skousen’s theory that the Book of Mormon
is a “tight” translation (in other words, one in which there is tight
control over how the underlying text is translated rather than one in
which the translator exercises judgment in the translation process),
Gardner gives reasons for his difference with Skousen,1 and Gardner’s
comments are very helpful. For example, he introduces his textual
commentary on 1 Nephi with an excellent discussion of the parallels between 1 Nephi and the account of Israel’s exodus from Egypt.
Further, he insists on reading the Book of Mormon as an ancient text.
In other words, he considers the conventions of ancient texts to be
important in understanding the Book of Mormon.
See, for example, the way Gardner deals with Alma 7:23–24 (4:133–
36), where he discusses each term of the series in Alma’s admonition
(humble, submissive, gentle, easy to be entreated, full of patience and
long-suffering, temperate in all things, diligent in keeping the commandments, asking for whatsoever things ye stand in need, always
returning thanks) but avoids making the mistake of thinking that
each term can be understood independently of the rest. Having discussed each, he reminds us that many of the terms are “conceptual
repetitions of other attributes in the same paragraph” (4:136), a literary technique of triangulating meaning that is also found in both
Maya and, later, Aztec literature. And Gardner is careful to note that
this parallel between the Book of Mormon and those Mesoamerican
languages is worth noting but not a proof of connection between the
original language of the Book of Mormon and those languages.
Also indicative of Gardner’s faithfulness to the Book of Mormon
itself is his discussion of the Nephite understanding of God (1:214–
22). Gardner responds to the question of how to understand the original Book of Mormon manuscript’s “mother of God” (1 Nephi 15:18)
by asking what it means in the Book of Mormon rather than how to
make what it says fit with the usual contemporary Latter-day Saint
understanding of the text. He refers to the scholarship on the Israelite
kings Josiah and Hezekiah, using that and other scholarship to lay
1. See, for example, 1:15 n. 2.
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out a coherent, intelligible interpretation of the Book of Mormon
understanding of God, one that does its work without, as so many
have done, falling into the trap of interpreting the Book of Mormon’s
teaching through the lenses of medieval Christian theology. By itself
this excursus makes Gardner’s contribution valuable, and all the more
valuable because it insists on giving the Book of Mormon its due while
also insisting that since the book is ancient, we can read it against an
ancient background.
Gardner not only provides a unique tool for understanding the
Book of Mormon as an ancient document written by real, living
prophets, but he sets a standard for Latter-day Saint thinking and
writing about scripture, providing a model for all who follow. One
can only hope that others who write about scripture will see what he
has done and imitate it in their own way.
Gardner’s commentary is sufficiently expensive that few Latterday Saints are likely to buy it for personal use. I recommend, however,
that they consider doing so. Save up your money! No other reference
source will prove as thorough and valuable for serious readers of the
Book of Mormon.

Mormon’s Editorial Method
and Meta-Message
Brant A. Gardner

M

ormon was charged with the task of keeping the plates of Nephi
when he was ten years old. He did not receive the records until
he was twenty-four, but he spent the next fifty to sixty years of his
life writing on them, thinking about them, and eventually writing a
book that condensed what he understood to be their most essential
message. We cannot know when Mormon changed from chronicler to
author, but we can reconstruct a plausible time line.
In the 345th year after the birth of the Savior, Mormon removed at
least some of the plates of Nephi from the hill Shim (Mormon 2:16–17).
He doesn’t tell us the extent of the plates he removed at this time, but it is
improbable that they were the full set of the “plates of Nephi,” although
he explicitly tells us that these were the very plates on which other record
keepers had written (v. 18). At this time, he records that “upon [these]
plates of Nephi I did make a full account of all the wickedness and abominations.” It is on these plates that Mormon will fulfill his duties as national
scribe. He has not yet begun what we know as the Book of Mormon.
We next see the full collection of plates in the 367th year,1 when
Mormon was forty-six. At that time he again retrieves plates from
This paper was originally presented at the Tenth Annual Mormon Apologetics Conference,
sponsored by the Foundation for Apologetic Information and Research (FAIR), held in
Sandy, Utah, on 7–8 August 2008.
1. The years are based on my calculations of the correlation of Nephite years to
the modern calendar. See Brant A. Gardner, Second Witness: Analytical and Contextual
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the hill Shim because the land is being overrun by the Lamanites
(Mormon 4:23). A plausible scenario, then, has Mormon writing as a
chronicler or regular record keeper for twenty-two years on the large
plates of Nephi. He could not compose his own book without access to
the complete records from Shim—and he apparently did not acquire
them until the 367th year.
For the next thirteen years, Mormon probably read and digested
those records, possibly taking notes and certainly preparing an outline or rough draft. He then began writing the work we have as our
Book of Mormon at least by ad 379 (Mormon 5:5, 9), when he was
fifty-eight years old, and continued through early ad 385. He died
sometime after that date and before ad 391, by which time Moroni
was writing.
Mormon’s Outline
Several clues in Mormon’s text bear evidence that he had at least
created a full outline of his work before he began the task of committing his abridgment to the plates. Perhaps the most obvious evidence is
the chapter headnotes. The extant portion of the original manuscript
preserves synoptic headnotes for Helaman and 3 Nephi,2 confirming
that the 1830 edition’s headnotes were part of the translation and were
not added in the preparation of the printer’s manuscript, when Joseph
Smith or Oliver Cowdery could have created them from their reading
of the original. As a representation of information from the plates,
the headnotes indicate that Mormon wrote them before he wrote the
chapters and therefore had to know the contents of each coming chapter before he began to write it.3
Commentary on the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Greg Kofford Books, 2007),
1:188–89.
2. Based on my examination of the original manuscript as reproduced in Royal
Skousen, ed., The Original Manuscript of the Book of Mormon: Typographical Facsimile of
the Extant Text (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2001), 1:487, 512.
3. The best confirmation that the headnotes preceded the chapters in sequence of
composition comes in Nephi’s writings, not Mormon’s. Nephi’s headnote for 2 Nephi
covers material only up to chapter 5 (in our current edition), at which point Nephi begins
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The majority of the headnotes are at the beginning of named
books. In the small plates, they appear only at the beginning of
1 Nephi, 2 Nephi, and Jacob. In Mormon’s editing of the large plates,
they appear at the beginning of every book but Mosiah. A headnote’s
absence there is understandable because the lost 116 pages apparently
included at least the first chapter of Mosiah. I feel fairly safe in concluding that the book of Mosiah would have had such a headnote,
given Mormon’s consistency in the remainder of the books he edited.
In contrast, there are no headnotes for Mormon, Ether (the current
headnote is a modern addition and is not present in the 1830 edition),
or Moroni—three books that Mormon did not edit. His consistency
in adding headnotes to the books he edited suggests that he had some
clear plan of what he was going to include in each book he edited.4
When Mormon switched to his own record, it was no longer a part of
the planned text and therefore does not have a synoptic headnote.
Although there is evidence for an outline, there is also evidence
that Mormon did not simply copy a previously written text onto the
plates. While he certainly copied the various sermons from his source
material, in his own text he allowed himself to interact with the information he was writing. We often see Mormon depart from his outline
on a tangent occasioned by thinking about the material he was writing. The evidence both for the asides and for the outline from which
they diverged comes in the way he returns to his task. In order to reset
his narrative to the outline, Mormon repeated at least the idea, and
often much of the language, of the last part of the outline before the
departure.
a more stream-of-consciousness approach to the plates, leaving behind the outline that
he used to create his text.
4. In Mosiah 28:19, Mormon tells us that “this account shall be written hereafter,”
clearly indicating that he planned to add that material at a later time. A similar foreshadowing occurs in Helaman 2:13–14: “And behold, in the end of this book ye shall see
that this Gadianton did prove the overthrow, yea, almost the entire destruction of the
people of Nephi. Behold I do not mean the end of the book of Helaman, but I mean the
end of the book of Nephi, from which I have taken all the account which I have written.”
Thus in the book of Helaman, Mormon discusses material that would come in the next
book (3 Nephi). In addition, the data on repetitive resumption (discussed in the following
paragraphs) suggests that Mormon’s return to the planned material is de facto evidence
that a planned structure existed.
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I had noticed this process in the text well before I had a name
to identify it, which (thanks to David Bokovoy) I now have. Bokovoy
relates the technique as it is known from the Old Testament: “Repetitive
resumption refers to an editor’s return to an original narrative following a deliberate interlude. Old Testament writers accomplished this by
repeating a key word or phrase that immediately preceded the textual
interruption.”5
One example is found in Alma 17:13, where Mormon tells us
that when the sons of Mosiah came to the “borders of the land of
the Lamanites, . . . they separated themselves and departed one from
another.” Then Mormon diverts to a diatribe against the Lamanites
and why the sons of Mosiah really needed to preach to them. When
Mormon returns to his outlined narrative in verse 17, he writes,
“Therefore they separated themselves one from another, and went
forth among them.”
Also in Alma, we find a repetition that is much closer to the initial
idea:
And it came to pass that the curse was not taken off of Korihor;
but he was cast out, and went about from house to house begging for his food. Now the knowledge of what had happened
unto Korihor was immediately published throughout all the
land; yea, the proclamation was sent forth by the chief judge
to all the people in the land, declaring unto those who had
believed in the words of Korihor that they must speedily repent,
lest the same judgments would come unto them. And it came to
pass that they were all convinced of the wickedness of Korihor;
therefore they were all converted again unto the Lord; and this
put an end to the iniquity after the manner of Korihor. And
Korihor did go about from house to house, begging food for
his support. (Alma 30:56–58, emphasis added)6
5. David E. Bokovoy, “Repetitive Resumption in the Book of Mormon,” Insights 27/1
(2007): 2.
6. That the text shows examples of repetitive resumption is clear, but less clear may
be whether Mormon created the textual interruptions or whether they existed in the text
from which he took his account. Of course, without the original text, there can be no
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This passage suggests to me that Mormon first followed his outline,
which required the point that Korihor was begging for food. This is
the textual idea that will move the narrative from the story of Korihor
to the story of the Zoramites. Mormon then decided to cover the
repentance following the cursing—apparently an aside he inserted
during his writing on the plates. In order to return to his planned
narrative, Mormon repeated the information about Korihor begging
for his food, even though the original phrase wasn’t that far away in
the text.
Whereas the Old Testament editors used repetitive resumption to
return to an original narrative after a deliberate interruption, Mormon
seems to have used this device to return to his outline after a spontaneous interruption.
Mormon’s Sources and the Construction of His Text
Book Names
How much of Mormon’s sources is preserved in his outline and
text? We can tentatively suggest, based on indirect evidence, what features came from the source plates and which of them are Mormon’s
own contributions. Mormon tells us that his main source is the “plates
of Nephi.” The most obvious feature of the Book of Mormon is the
text’s division into books carrying a man’s name. These book names
indicate they were original to the plates and were not the result of
Mormon’s editing.
Our Book of Mormon is not the book that Mormon intended we
have. The material from Nephi to Words of Mormon was added to
replace what was lost of Mormon’s work. Joseph Smith indicated that
the lost 116 pages of dictated manuscript comprised the book of Lehi.7
Mormon’s work, as originally conceived, would have followed this
positive answer. However, the occasions where we see repetitive resumption are summary statements, and the interjections are in Mormon’s voice. The literary context suggests that this is Mormon’s redaction of the original material, his interjection, and then
his return to his planned text, which is still summarized from the large plates rather than
copied from them.
7. Book of Mormon (1830; repr., Independence, MO: Herald Publishing House,
1970), 1.
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order of books: Lehi, Mosiah, Alma, Helaman, Nephi (our 3 Nephi),8
Nephi (our 4 Nephi), and Mormon.9
As with the holographic small plates (1 Nephi–Omni), Mormon’s
abridgment continues to associate the names of people with individual books, though not according to the pattern of naming books
by the principal author. Many books contain the records of several
important people:
• The Book of Lehi: Contained the record of Lehi, Nephi, and
unknown rulers until the reign of Mosiah—altogether covering a period of nearly four hundred years.
• The Book of Mosiah: Contains the record of Mosiah the first,
Benjamin, Mosiah the second, and Alma the Elder.
• The Book of Alma: Contains the record of Alma the Younger
and Helaman the Elder.
• The Book of Helaman: Contains the record of Helaman the
Younger and Nephi,, son of Helaman the Younger.
Clearly the book names do not change based on the writers or prophets associated with them. On what principle do they change?
Important information comes from the transition between the
book of Alma and the book of Helaman. The book of Alma contains
the writings of Alma the Younger (but not his father) and Helaman.
The book of Helaman starts with Helaman, son of Helaman. In Alma
8. Because our books of 1 and 2 Nephi were not included in his original compilation, Mormon certainly would not have named this book “3 Nephi.” Rather, what we now
have as the third book of Nephi would have been the first to appear in Mormon’s text.
The evidence from the 1830 edition tells us that 1 Nephi, 2 Nephi, 3 Nephi, and 4 Nephi
were not originally identified by numbers. In Mormon’s work, 1 and 2 Nephi were simply
titled “The Book of Nephi.” The same title applied to 3 and 4 Nephi, but those books were
further identified by genealogy (with capitalization regularized): “The Book of Nephi
the Son of Nephi Which Was the Son of Helaman . . .” and “The Book of Nephi Which
Is the Son of Nephi One of the Disciples of Jesus Christ.” See Royal Skousen, Analysis
of Textual Variants of the Book of Mormon, Part One: Title Page, Witness Statements, 1
Nephi–2 Nephi 10 (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2004), 42; see also the renderings of book names
in Skousen’s facsimiles of the original and printer’s manuscripts.
9. The book of Moroni is clearly an addition to Mormon’s record. Moroni finishes
his father’s work by completing the book of Mormon. He then added his own abridgment
of the writings of Ether and concluded with his pseudonymous book, neither of which his
father had conceived.

Mormon’s Editorial Method (Gardner) • 89

63:11 we learn that the plates have been given to Helaman the Younger.
In Helaman 2:2 we learn that he is appointed to sit as chief judge. His
father was not a sitting chief judge, although his grandfather (Alma
the Younger) had been. Alma the Younger, who had relinquished the
judgment seat to devote his efforts to preaching the gospel, had the
records and took them with him. When his son, Helaman the Elder,
received the plates, both father and son were outside the political line.
When the new book begins with Helaman the Younger, it is a new
book in the hands of a new lineage of sitting judges. This suggests the
hypothesis that the change in book names is related to the shift in the
ruling lines. Does the theory hold up?
The first book of the large plates was the book of Lehi. Nephi
indicated that those plates contained “an account of the reign of the
kings” (1 Nephi 9:4). After Nephi there were other kings who received
the throne name of “Nephi” (Jacob 1:11), so we must suppose that the
large plates contained the records of these “Nephites.” Even though we
don’t have the 116 lost pages, we know that the book of Lehi continued
until the next named book, the book of Mosiah. What happens between
the book of Lehi and the book of Mosiah? Omni 1:12–14 tells us that
Mosiah the first flees the city of Nephi with the plates and becomes king
in Zarahemla. He is a new king in a new place. He is the founder of a
new dynasty and therefore begins a new book in his name.
The transition from the book of Mosiah to the book of Alma is
another change in political lineage. The sons of Mosiah the second (son
of Benjamin) refused the kingship, and the monarchy was replaced by
a system of judges. The book of Alma begins not with Alma the Elder
but with the first person in a new line of rulers: Alma the Younger,
the first chief judge. The political line doesn’t last long, for Alma the
Younger gives up the judgment seat and dedicates himself to preaching (Alma 4:15–17). He takes the record with him. His son, Helaman
the Elder, continues to write in his father’s book. The transition from
the book of Alma to the book of Helaman has already been noted as
reflecting a change of political line when the records reentered the
hands of the sitting judge.
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In the book of Helaman, the Gadianton robbers seize the government, and the sitting Nephite chief judge—Nephi, the son of Helaman
the Younger—flees and takes the record with him. As with Alma the
Younger and Helaman the Elder, the record has moved outside the
political line. By the time we arrive at 4 Nephi, the record and the rulership have been reunited in the person of Nephi, son of Nephi. This is
a change of both location and dynasty after the Gadianton usurpation
and therefore represents a new book.
What about the shift from Helaman to 3 Nephi? The record is
already out of the hands of the ruling line and is kept by Nephi, son
of Helaman. There is no indication that Nephi’s position in the government changes at the beginning of this record. The naming of this
book is an exception to the rule of changing dynasties. However, this
book does not come from the large plates of Nephi but takes its name
from a different record. Mormon indicates that he takes this account
from a separate, personal record of Nephi,, son of Helaman (3 Nephi
5:8–10). Therefore, this third book of Nephi is not named according to
the rules governing book names on the plates of Nephi.
In sum, the book names appear to match Mormon’s sources. When a
book’s source was the large plates of Nephi—the more political record—
it was named after the newly seated ruler who possessed those plates.
Chapter Divisions
Royal Skousen, a professor of linguistics and English language
at Brigham Young University who has sought to establish the original English-language text of the Book of Mormon as far as it is
discoverable, made this observation: “Evidence suggests that as Joseph
Smith was translating, he apparently saw some mark (or perhaps extra
spacing) whenever a section ended, but was unable to see the text that
followed. At such junctures, Joseph decided to refer to these endings
as chapter breaks and told the scribe to write the word ‘chapter’ at
these places, but without specifying any number for the chapter since
Joseph saw neither a number nor the word ‘chapter.’”10 Therefore, in
10. Royal Skousen, “Critical Methodology and the Text of the Book of Mormon,”
Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 6/1 (1994): 137.
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the 1830 edition of the Book of Mormon, the chapters represented
Mormon’s choices of where a break should occur in the text. We can
examine those divisions in an attempt to understand what textual
events triggered a conceptual break in Mormon’s mind. To do this
we turn to the 1830 edition, where chapter divisions represent those
present on the plates. The 1879–1981 editions of the Book of Mormon
follow new chapter divisions assigned by Orson Pratt and do not represent Mormon’s original construction.11 Although elsewhere I have
discussed the full set of reasons behind Pratt’s method,12 I would like
to highlight one that is particularly instructive.
Mormon made a new chapter at the beginning of a newly inserted
sermon from the source plates or when an inserted sermon ended.13
Often, the text that ends the chapter will be marked with Amen. This
process creates situations where the logic of the 1830 chapter divisions
differs from modern expectations. In order to break at the switch from
inserted speech to narrative, Mormon placed concluding narrative
material at the beginning of the next chapter or (in the case of text
beginning a chapter) introductory narrative material at the end of the
11. Pratt used very different criteria in assigning his chapter breaks. In cases where
the text followed scriptures from the King James Version of the Bible, he attempted to
construct chapter and verse designations that followed that format. While Pratt usually
left chapter endings in the places Mormon had created them, there are cases where Pratt
pulled in material from the next chapter and made the break later. For this reason the
analysis here is based solely on the chapter breaks as found in the 1830 edition.
12. Gardner, Second Witness, 3:95–98.
13. In the following set of data, the original chapter breaks are indicated by listing
the two chapters between which the break occurred. In each example there are two sets
of numbers—the first set referring to the 1830 edition and the second set (in parentheses)
referring to the modern chapter breaks that correspond to the original divisions (following the excellent chart found in Thomas W. Mackay, “Mormon as Editor: A Study
in Colophons, Headers, and Source Indicators,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 2/2
[1993]: 104–9).
Mosiah 1/2 (3/4); Mosiah 2/3 (4/5); Mosiah 3/4 (5/6); Mosiah 6/7 (10/11); Mosiah 8/9
(16/17); Alma 2/3 (4/5); Alma 3/4 (5/6); Alma 4/5 (6/7); Alma 5/6 (7/8); Alma 6/7 (8/9); Alma
8/9 (11/12); Alma 14/15 (26/27); Alma 15/16 (29/30); Alma 19/20 (42/43); Alma 26/27 (58/59);
Helaman 2/3 (6/7); 3 Nephi 2/3 (5/6); 3 Nephi 4/5 (10/11) [end of Mormon’s interjection,
resuming the account]; 3 Nephi 11/12 (26:5/26:6); 3 Nephi 12/13 (27:22/27:23); Mormon 3/4
(7/8) [shift between Mormon’s testimony, closed with Amen, and return to the narrative];
Ether 1/2 (4/5); Ether 2/3 (5/6); Ether 3/4 (8/9) [Moroni’s interjection closes chapter 3, narrative returns in chapter 4]; Moroni 1/2 (1/2); Moroni 6/7 (6/7); Moroni 9/10 (9/10).

92 • The FARMS Review 21/1 (2009)

previous chapter. For example, Alma 7 ends with a sermon, but Alma
8 opens with text that a modern reader would consider a conclusion to
the previous chapter.
For the modern reader, there is nothing about a sermon that particularly dictates a chapter change. In fact, when Orson Pratt recut
the chapters in 1879, he often did so that these tag-on narratives were
reassigned to what a modern reader would consider an ending or
beginning.
Mormon’s breaking of chapters at sermon boundaries rather than
event boundaries tells us two things: first, that he considers the sermon unit to be more important than the narrative; second, that he is
quoting (presumably faithfully) from his sources rather than creating
the sermons. A modern novelist would be inventing both the linking
narratives and the included sermons. Such a writer would see only a
minimal distinction between event and sermon. Both are part of the
“history,” and both are part of the same creative process.
Mormon’s process was different. He created the linking narratives
based on his source texts, but the sermons are direct quotations. In a
very real sense, Mormon was shifting sources, which he marked by
changing chapters. Inserted quotations tend to open and close chapters because he had to consult the plates for that material; he could
write the narrative from memory, perhaps checking an event or two.
The sermons come directly from the plates. The history comes from
Mormon’s understanding and interpretation of the plates.
Textual Flow Indicators
When Joseph Smith dictated the Book of Mormon, he provided
the words and indications for breaks between chapters and books. He
did not provide any information for breaks between paragraphs and
sentences. All of those important aspects of a modern text were added
by John H. Gilbert, the compositor.14 When Gilbert read the text, he
clearly fixed on two verbal markers to begin new paragraphs: and it
came to pass and and now.
14. Royal Skousen, “Book of Mormon Editions 1830–1981,” in Encyclopedia of
Mormonism, ed. Daniel H. Ludlow (New York: Macmillan, 1992), 1:175.
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It doesn’t take long looking through a facsimile of the 1830 edition of the Book of Mormon to see that and it came to pass is visually
even more prevalent than in our modern version.15 We see and it came
to pass (or a variant) at the beginning of thirty-seven out of the fortynine paragraphs in the 1830 edition’s chapter 1 of 1 Nephi (comprising
chapters 1–5 in our current edition). However, the reason that it so
frequently appears at the beginning of paragraphs is the very reason
it exists at all. Intuitively, Gilbert recognized and it came to pass and a
companion, and now, as two verbal markers that govern textual flow.
In an original without the modern conventions of punctuation or
paragraphing, those functions were filled by other parts of the text—
in this case, two verbal phrases.
And now serves as a ligature in event lists or simply as a tool to
move the narrative from topic to topic. The companion phrase and
it came to pass is related to movement in time rather than concept.
Whereas and now marks movement of ideas, and it came to pass
describes sequences. The distinction between conceptual movement
and movement in time is the reason that and it came to pass—a phrase
frequently used in the Book of Mormon—appears only thirteen times
in 2 Nephi and is concentrated in chapters 4 and 5.
In contrast to its relatively sparse use in 2 Nephi, the phrase is
used in 1 Nephi 109 times.16 This difference results from the different
nature of 1 Nephi and 2 Nephi, with 1 Nephi being more historical in
focus. The two chapters of 2 Nephi with high concentrations of and it
came to pass are precisely those that contain the historical data. Nephi
also uses the combined phrase and now it came to pass (1 Nephi 16:1;
17:19, 48; 22:1; 2 Nephi 1:1) to mark the combination of a major change
in topic as well as a different time.
While it is possible that Joseph Smith invented these two structural markers to substitute for the missing paragraphing, they are
rather unusual in a modern world well accustomed to paragraphing in
15. Over time, some of the and it came to pass phrases have been removed from our
modern text.
16. I tallied these occurrences using the search function of GospeLink 2001, CD-ROM
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2000).
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written texts. Did Joseph Smith randomly insert the phrases based on
his familiarity with the Bible? Although I am certain that those phrases
come from the Bible, I find it most interesting that they are not used
randomly but are employed skillfully to control textual flow. The same
Joseph Smith whose translation of the Book of Mormon regularly
confused the grammar of the biblical Jacobean language used these
two markers flawlessly.
This proposed system of verbal markers
as paragraphing has a historical precedent
in the New World. The recent translation of
Maya glyphic writing provides corroboration
of a very similar paired set of verbal markers.
Maya texts use these two verbs to create sense
on their written monuments. As described in
the glyph dictionary put together by Michael
D. Coe and Mark Van Stone, we have direct
parallels to the Book of Mormon’s and now
(or and thus) and and it came to pass.17
The Maya texts also use these verbs
to indicate the flow of action. The glyph
reading it happens corresponds in function to and now or and thus in the Book
of Mormon text, with it happened being Maya glyphs that can be read
the functional equivalent of and it came as “and it came to pass” (top)
and “and now” (bottom).
to pass. Of course, I am not suggesting
that the Maya influenced the Book of Mormon writing or that the
Book of Mormon influenced the Maya. It does, however, provide a
solid comparative foundation indicating that, in a text without paragraphing, textual flow may be directed with verbal markers. The Book
of Mormon employs a function that is known from the appropriate
antiquity and region.

17. Michael D. Coe and Mark Van Stone, Reading the Maya Glyphs (London: Thames
& Hudson, 2001), 33.
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Mormon’s Interaction with His Material
Apart from the structural information that suggests how Mormon
created his masterwork, what evidence sheds light on what kind of
historian he was? How faithful was Mormon to his sources? Gently
laying aside the issue of his obvious inspiration, how careful was he
when he related history?
The way Mormon treats inserted speeches suggests a great respect
for them. The conceptual breaks after inserted sermons strongly suggest that they are copied from the plates, and we must assume that he
intended to reproduce them faithfully. When Mormon is not quoting,
but creating his own linking narrative, how faithful is he then to his
sources? How much like a modern historian was he?
The answer is that he is hardly like a modern historian at all, but
much more like the historians of antiquity in his relationship to his
source material. Mormon’s purposes were didactic, not reconstructive. He told a moral story in which the moral was more important
that the facts.18 There are cases where Mormon’s narrative appears to
fill in probable gaps in the historical record. It cannot be determined
whether this information comes from the original plates or from
Mormon himself.
When Mormon tells the story of the people of Zeniff, he begins
by quoting King Zeniff’s entire record. Then, when he begins Noah’s
story, he switches from quotation to narration. I hypothesize that this
was a necessary shift because the source material for Noah’s reign
could not have been as pejorative as Mormon painted Noah.
From the beginning, Noah is a nasty fellow. Mormon’s descriptions of Noah are so effective that modern readers immediately dislike
him. While Mormon certainly had reasons for his dislike, they came
from his reading of the sources and almost certainly do not reflect the
attitude of the sources themselves. The court record of the sitting king
Noah could not have been so negative. If we read between the lines of
Mormon’s description, it is easy to see that Noah presided over a period
of economic growth and expansion. His people probably thought they
18. For a related discussion, see David B. Honey and Daniel C. Peterson, “Advocacy
and Inquiry in Mormon Historiography,” BYU Studies 31/2 (Spring 1991): 139–79.
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were quite well off under Noah. They were probably not complaining, at
least not much. It is Mormon who read between the lines of his sources
and saw a larger picture. Mormon’s Noah is the one that he understood,
not the one that would have been described (and undoubtedly praised)
in his own official record. While Mormon used the large plate tradition
as his source, he did not simply copy and condense it. He interpreted his
material according to his overarching goal.
This method of prophetic interpretation is evident in the first book
of Alma, where we have the story of Nehor. As with Noah, Mormon
makes sure that we do not like Nehor. Of course, Mormon has good
reason to portray Nehor this way. However, as with Noah, some people
were quite enamored with Nehor. Mormon never presents a Nehor that
would allow us to be as enamored with him as were many Nephites.
Even more than Mormon’s coloration of Nehor, however, is the
fact that Mormon names an entire religious movement after him. The
evidence indicates that the facets of the religion that Nehor preached
were precisely those found in the court of Noah long before we see
Nehor on the scene.19 Nehor was not the earliest practitioner nor even
the most infamous.20 The text’s very next story emphasizes the rift
created by the Nehorite Amlici, clearly a much more serious social
disruption.21
I suggest that Mormon intentionally named that religion for a
murderer because he wanted to clearly link it with an unsavory connotation. I strongly suspect that it was called by some other name in
the source plates and that the identification of order of the Nehors is
Mormon’s label written long after the fact.22
19. See Gardner, Second Witness, 4:41–51.
20. Alma 1:12 indicates that Nehor represents the first time priestcraft “has been
introduced among this people.” The information on the earlier form of Nehorism is
found in King Noah’s court, which is in the land of Nephi, not the land of Zarahemla.
Even though Noah’s people were considered Nephites, they were not part of the people of
Zarahemla at that time.
21. Nehor begins the introduction of “priestcraft” among the people of Zarahemla,
but Mormon lists no specific reaction to his trial and execution. The story of Amlici,
however, erupts into armed rebellion (Alma 2).
22. Two lines of reasoning see the application of the name Nehor as a convention rather
than an original name for the religion. The first is that the general Nehorite religion is
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At times, Mormon must tell us “history” that no one could have
known. For example, he recounts the story of Limhi’s people escaping from the Lamanites and moving people and animals into the wilderness. Mosiah 22:16 confidently reports, “And after [the Lamanites]
had pursued them two days, they could no longer follow their tracks;
therefore they were lost in the wilderness.” Limhi’s people likely were
aware they were being followed for two days. However, when Mormon
tells us that the Lamanites gave up pursuit because they lost the tracks,
it is highly unlikely that his sources could have known this. Fleeing for
their lives with women and children, the Limhites could hardly afford
to spend time examining why they were no longer being pursued. That
they were not being pursued would have been sufficient. Even if they
had known their tracks were not visible, they would not have known
what was in the Lamanite mind that caused them to stop pursuit. The
only possibility of knowing such a thing would be the happenstance
that a well-hidden scout overheard both the command to return and
the explanation of the lost tracks. A more likely explanation is that the
Lamanites gave up pursuit because they realized that it simply wasn’t
worth the effort; after all, they were in possession of a fully functioning city into which they could easily move their own people and begin
to be productive.
Similarly, early in the book of Alma the Nephites beat back an
invasion by Lamanites that supported Amlici’s internal rebellion.
Mormon describes the aftermath of the battle:
And they fled before the Nephites towards the wilderness
which was west and north, away beyond the borders of the
land; and the Nephites did pursue them with their might,
the common method of Nephite apostasy, both before and after Nehor. With the earliest
“Nehorite” religion being manifest in King Noah’s court at both an earlier time and a different location, Nehor could not have been the originator of this particular set of religious
beliefs. His name was clearly added later. The second suggestion flows from an analysis
Gordon Thomasson made about the possible nature of names in the Book of Mormon. He
sees many of them as metonymy, where the name is intended to represent certain ideas
above and beyond simply naming the person. See Gordon C. Thomasson “What’s in a
Name? Book of Mormon Language, Names, and [Metonymic] Naming,” Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 3/1 (1994): 1–27. See also Gardner, Second Witness, 4:41–51.
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and did slay them. Yea, they were met on every hand, and
slain and driven, until they were scattered on the west, and
on the north, until they had reached the wilderness, which
was called Hermounts; and it was that part of the wilderness
which was infested by wild and ravenous beasts. And it came
to pass that many died in the wilderness of their wounds, and
were devoured by those beasts and also the vultures of the air;
and their bones have been found, and have been heaped up on
the earth. (Alma 2:36–38)
We can comfortably accept the historical information that the
Nephites were victorious and drove the Lamanites out of their land.
However, the final description is the interesting one. Mormon suggests
that the Lamanites were lost in the wilderness and had been attacked
by wild animals. His evidence is that “their bones have been found.”
The fact that bones and not bodies were found is also probable history.
However, that the bones were of those particular Lamanites is most
likely simply a satisfying end to the story. The text tells us that there
were bones, which means that they were discovered later (though the
text does not tell us how much later). Even if there were artifacts in
addition to the bones that pointed to Lamanites, there is no obvious
reason to connect those Lamanites to this particular event.23
Could any of this mean that Mormon was less than a prophet?
Absolutely not. Rather, if correct, my analysis suggests that his understanding of his task was appropriately ancient. He wrote with the
historical sensibilities of the ancient world, which necessarily saw all
events as they fit into and supported their religious understanding.
Mormon’s Meta-message
Mormon’s recasting of events into a moral history is the most
important key to understanding why he thought the text he wrote
would convince “the Jew and the Gentile that Jesus is the [Messiah],
the Eternal God” (Book of Mormon title page). While it is true that
23. The only way that the Nephites could have been certain that these were the very
Lamanites they pursued was to happen upon the bloody scene soon after it occurred.
However, the very specific mention of bones suggests that they were discovered much
later, diminishing the ability to connect the bones with this incident.
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Mormon copied great sermons explicating the Messiah’s doctrine,
doctrine was not the reason he thought his book would be convincing. Mormon did not write to convince us that the Messiah’s doctrine
is true, but rather that Jesus is the Messiah.
The best place to see how Mormon used his whole text to convince us that Jesus is the Messiah is in 4 Nephi, one of my favorite
books because it is so absolutely unique in Mormon’s work. I call it
the “Seinfeld book” because it is a book about nothing. Every other
book we have received from Mormon’s hand was filled with important events and long speeches clarifying important gospel principles.
4 Nephi has none of this. Where Mormon’s typical editorial method
was to string together large quotations from his source material with
a minimalist linking text, 4 Nephi has no identifiable quotations from
his source plates. 4 Nephi is Mormon’s intentional book about nothing.
In the very absence of content, it reveals that Mormon expected the
entire structure of his opus to convince us that Jesus is the Messiah.
Mormon’s Use of His Sources in 4 Nephi
Mormon begins 4 Nephi with historical description that has very
little information:
And it came to pass in the thirty and sixth year, the people
were all converted unto the Lord, upon all the face of the land,
both Nephites and Lamanites, and there were no contentions
and disputations among them, and every man did deal justly
one with another. (4 Nephi 1:2)
This verse says something very important, but notice how. Only two
years after the Messiah’s visit to the people assembled in Bountiful,
“the people were all converted unto the Lord.” This conversion was
so complete that it included both Nephites and Lamanites. It was so
effective that there was no enemy with whom to have wars, and even
inside this new Nephite society there were “no contentions and disputations, . . . and every man did deal justly one with another.”
We would love to know how they did that. We would love to know
what kinds of sermons were given to a people this righteous. Mormon
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tells us nothing. He gives us the outlines that are as historically satisfying as “they lived happily ever after.”
Was it true that everyone was converted? We may take Mormon
at his word, but we should also understand that “all the face of the
land” must refer to a significantly limited geography. This is because
this absolute unity and harmony was accomplished in only two years.
Beginning with the surviving population of a single city, this new
sociopolitical order had to spread from person to person to other
locations. How far could this new understanding have traveled in two
years? Without attempting to answer, I suspect that this mass conversion was confined to a limited geographic area. Mormon gives us no
indication of how limited it was—in 4 Nephi it is the generalization
that is important, not the historical fact.
This emphasis can be seen as Mormon moves to what appears to be
more historical description of the new order in the very next verse:
And they had all things common among them; therefore there
were not rich and poor, bond and free, but they were all made
free, and partakers of the heavenly gift. (4 Nephi 1:3)
Mormon reprises information from the end of 3 Nephi, where he had
noted, “And they [the twelve disciples] taught, and did minister one
to another; and they had all things common among them, every man
dealing justly, one with another” (3 Nephi 26:19). The similarity of
language suggests intentional repetition. It provides reassurance that
cultural values continued, but it offers no other new information.
While it is certainly information, structural repetition serves notice
that it is empty information. It links the new order with its cause, the
appearance of the Messiah, but it says nothing new.
Now we examine another place where Mormon appears to give us
details that are really more empty information:
And they were married, and given in marriage, and were
blessed according to the multitude of the promises which the
Lord had made unto them. (4 Nephi 1:11)
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Nephites had been marrying and being given in marriage since the
beginning of their society. There was nothing unusual in marriage. In
fact, Mormon puts the statement here precisely because it is normal—a
continuation of normal life during these pseudo-millennialistic years.
The next verse continues this display of empty information:
And they did not walk any more after the performances and
ordinances of the law of Moses; but they did walk after the
commandments which they had received from their Lord and
their God, continuing in fasting and prayer, and in meeting
together oft both to pray and to hear the word of the Lord.
(4 Nephi 1:12)
Like the passage about marriage, these verses are nearly noninformation. Mormon has already recorded Jesus’s explanation that he had
fulfilled the law of Moses (3 Nephi 9:17; 15:4–6) and that Nephite
religious observances now came from his gospel (3 Nephi 15:9–10).
Thus this passage is not only repetitious but inconsequential. It tells us
nothing new. This event is not specific to the time period, reinforcing
the hypothesis that, in 4 Nephi, Mormon is only marking empty time;
the few events he mentions are nonspecific. Structure, not episodes,
carries the message.
Mormon’s Use of Time in 4 Nephi
Mormon even structures time in 4 Nephi to communicate his
message rather than to relate history. In the following two verses we
have time references and little else:
And thus did the thirty and eighth year pass away, and also
the thirty and ninth, and forty and first, and the forty and
second, yea, even until forty and nine years had passed away,
and also the fifty and first, and the fifty and second; yea, and
even until fifty and nine years had passed away. (4 Nephi 1:6)
And it came to pass that the seventy and first year passed
away, and also the seventy and second year, yea, and in fine,
till the seventy and ninth year had passed away; yea, even an
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hundred years had passed away, and the disciples of Jesus,
whom he had chosen, had all gone to the paradise of God,
save it were the three who should tarry; and there were other
disciples ordained in their stead; and also many of that generation had passed away. (4 Nephi 1:14)
In each verse Mormon has repeated a series of years where nothing happens. Even with the information tagged on to the end of verse
14, the only information is that everyone connected to the appearance
of the Messiah has died save the three disciples. As with the earlier
statements, this is empty information. Nevertheless, what is interesting isn’t the empty information but the empty years. Mormon has
marked empty years before, but never so many in sequence. What is
most fascinating is that these sets of empty years repeat the very same
numerical sequence of noninformation.
41 51 71
42 52 72
49 59 79
This repeating pattern occurs three times in 4 Nephi and never anywhere else in the Book of Mormon. The triple repetition confirms
that it is not random and not associated with Mormon’s source text.
Mormon is telling us something. Actually, he is telling us nothing.
Intentionally and markedly.
I hypothesize that he names years for which there are no events
to signal that these empty years are placeholders in a pattern. He has
moved from “real time” into “symbolic time,” or from history into
story. The repetition of seven-year gaps (42–49, 52–59, 72–79) suggests
that he is deliberately using the spacing symbolically, likely to mark a
“week of years.”
In addition to this overt marking of time, Mormon divides his
entire 4 Nephi “history” into four blocks of approximately one hundred years. Although events constrain that pattern, he molds that history into his pattern. Four hundred years is a very significant number in the Mesoamerican calendar. Just as we accumulate years into
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decades and centuries, the Mesoamericans accumulated their years
into larger groupings. One of the most important was a grouping of
four hundred years, known as a baktun. Because Mesoamerica based
its mathematics and calendar on twenty as the basic unit (rather than
our system of ten), the salient division of the baktun that Mormon
would be using was the culturally significant four hundred, not the
modern preference for one hundred. He would not have had a collective unit of years that equaled one hundred but would have spoken of
the fourth part of a baktun.
Mormon summarizes the first one hundred years in verses 1–13
and the second in verses 14–21. Verse 22 begins precisely with the two
hundredth year. Mormon does not deal with specific history in these
first two hundred years, so the correspondences are close. Nothing
datable happens in the first two hundred years. Each of the hundredyear sections is treated as a block, and the “events” are generic. In fact,
the “events” of the second hundred years nearly repeat the “events”
of the idyllic first hundred years. It is important to Mormon that the
effects of the Messiah’s visit last for a complete two hundred years. No
degeneration occurs until the 201st year (v. 22).
The anomalous character of this book about nothing tells us that
Mormon had an important purpose for it—to highlight his overall
purpose in abridging the sacred records entrusted to him: to “[convince] . . . the Jew and Gentile that Jesus is the [Messiah], the Eternal
God” (Book of Mormon title page).
When we look at how Mormon has handled time in his overall
text, we find the following:
• The book of Lehi covered about four hundred years of Nephite
history.
• The book of Mosiah covers about a hundred years, a drastic
slowing of narrative time.
• The book of Alma covers even less time—about thirty-five
years—while the book of Helaman covers approximately
forty-eight years.
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The next book, 3 Nephi, describes the Messiah’s coming and
covers about thirty-five years with 57 percent of its fifty-six
pages detailing two days of Christ’s visit.
• Then the book of 4 Nephi speeds through four hundred years
in forty-nine verses.
Mormon structurally uses time to emphasize the important part
of his text. After the Messiah’s visitation, Mormon greatly accelerates
the narrative pace, using summary, overview, and generalization much
more extensively. The next time he provides details corresponding to
those in his other books is in his eponymous book. All of 4 Nephi
is simply a placeholder between the appearance of the Messiah and
Mormon’s own story.
In my opinion, the contrast between 4 Nephi and Mormon’s entire
pre–4 Nephi text is the strongest evidence of Mormon’s editorial intention: to declare the pattern of history that led to the Messiah’s climactic appearance at Bountiful. Mormon was the Messiah’s apostle—his
witness—and as such he described not just his people’s history that
culminated in the Messiah’s appearance but also the pattern of history
that preceded that remarkable event. Mormon’s conception of history
was cyclical; he understood that after the Messiah’s first visit, preparation for the second coming was under way. Mormon’s historical consciousness assumed that what went before predicted what will come.
Thus, while Mormon recorded the events leading to the Messiah’s visit
and then recorded that most important occasion, he did not need to
spell out in detail all that followed. Rather, he simply reported that
the pattern was repeating. For example, before the Messiah appeared
at Bountiful, the faithful struggled between righteousness and nearly
universal apostasy; a few centuries later Mormon witnessed his own
people struggling with righteousness and forsaking faith for worldliness. Before the Messiah’s appearance, the Gadiantons destroyed the
Nephite government and the Nephites, as a people, were no more; later
Mormon witnessed the Gadianton-supported Lamanites destroy the
Nephite government and people. Before the Messiah’s appearance,
the Lamanites engaged in terrible wars with the Nephites; similarly,
•

Mormon’s Editorial Method (Gardner) • 105

Mormon lived to see the end of the most terrible of all wars, one that
destroyed almost all he loved.
Mormon’s book ends with apparent pessimism: there is apostasy,
there are Gadianton combinations, there is war, and Mormon’s own
people have been destroyed. Nevertheless, this isn’t his meta-message.
His message is the cycle of history. Mormon told us that story to
prepare us for the new one. The pattern highlighted by his editorial
method shows great darkness before the glorious light. He did so that
we too might know that the pattern will end with the appearance of
the Messiah. As assuredly as history proved that the Messiah came,
Mormon expected his explication of the patterned history to prove
that the Messiah assuredly will come again. This is Mormon’s optimistic message. This is how he expected to convince us that Jesus, the
Messiah who came, is the Eternal God, the Messiah who will come.

Themes

Terryl L. Givens

W

hat is Nephi’s place and moment in time, which he asserts so
emphatically? The city of Jerusalem, he tells us, at the very
beginning of the first year of the reign of Zedekiah (roughly 600 bc).
This information anchors the narrative in secular history, even as it
establishes the first of many interconnections with biblical history and
texts. (This date becomes one of three temporal reference points that
orient and ground all subsequent history in the Book of Mormon. The
other two will be the inauguration of a government based on reigning
judges, at around 91 bc, and the third the birth of Jesus Christ.) It is
a moment of acute national crisis for Judah. A few years earlier, the
reforming king Josiah had died in battle against Egypt, which then
made Judah its vassal. After Egypt’s subsequent defeat at Carchemish
by Babylon in 605 bc, the Babylonians attacked Jerusalem, took
thousands captive, and made the small kingdom its vassal, installing
Josiah’s son Jehoiakim as puppet king. In spite of the outspoken warnings of the prophet Jeremiah, Jehoiakim attempted to defect to Egypt,
incurring reprisals from Babylon. When Jehoiakim died in 597 bc,
his son Jehoiachin served only three months before Nebuchadnezzar,
ruler of Babylon, installed another of Josiah’s sons, Mattaniah, renaming him Zedekiah.

This essay will appear as chapter 2 of Terryl L. Givens, The Book of Mormon: A Very
Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, forthcoming 2010). It is printed
here courtesy of the author and by permission of Oxford University Press, Inc.
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The authors of the biblical books of Kings and Chronicles describe
the undeviating descent of Judah from the pinnacle of righteousness
under good king Josiah into increasing spiritual wickedness under
subsequent rulers, culminating in open hostility between the prophet
Jeremiah and the royal house. As Zedekiah assumes the throne, his
choice of loyalty or rebellion, political as well as spiritual, will decide
Judah’s fate. This is the scene when Nephi opens the curtain on his
narrative, writing that “in that same year there came many prophets,
prophesying unto the people that they must repent, or the great city
Jerusalem must be destroyed” (1 Nephi 1:4).
This pluralism of prophets and prophecy becomes one of the most
significant features of the world that Nephi sets about chronicling.
This is evident in the very next sentence, when Nephi’s own father,
Lehi, who emerges as one of these “many prophets,” experiences the
first of six visions and revelations that Nephi records. Because these
visions introduce several principal themes that will occupy the Book
of Mormon from its first page to its last, we will consider how they are
introduced and then examine each individually.
Six Visions
We know virtually nothing for certain of Lehi or his background
except that he is a person of wealth and, as his wife laments and Lehi
agrees, is a “visionary man” (1 Nephi 5:2, 4). His first recorded vision
occurs as he is praying “with all his heart” on behalf of his people (1:5).
Strangely, this is the only one of Lehi’s visions about whose content we
are told nothing at all. Nephi simply reveals that as Lehi prayed, “there
came a pillar of fire . . . and he saw and heard much” (v. 6). No details
of the message, no particulars of any message, are available to distract
from the fact of the visitation itself, given to a man who shares neither
the public prestige nor, so far as we can tell, the national stewardship
of his contemporary Jeremiah. What we do have is the sheer fact of
a personal revelation, apparently containing images and words (“he
saw and heard much”), that comes as a result of petitionary prayer
and profoundly affects the recipient. This definition of revelation as
propositional, or content-bearing, will become one of the dominant
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themes of the Book of Mormon, even as it is manifested in the lives of
a broadening range of recipients.
Immediately following his first vision, Lehi returns to his home
and experiences a second vision. This one takes the form initially of
a theophany, or vision of God, and calls to mind the divine assembly
described in Old Testament passages like Psalm 82 or 2 Chronicles 18.
Lehi sees “God sitting upon his throne, surrounded with numberless concourses of angels in the attitude of singing and praising their
God.” Then follows a sight that is decidedly without Old Testament
precedent: “And it came to pass that he saw One descending out of the
midst of heaven, and he beheld that his luster was above that of the sun
at noon-day. And he also saw twelve others following him, and their
brightness did exceed that of the stars in the firmament” (1 Nephi
1:8–10). Christians have not shrunk from reading messianic prophecies into the psalms or passages from Isaiah and Zechariah. But nothing biblical approaches the degree of specificity with which Book of
Mormon prophets and writers detail their anticipation of a Christ, six
centuries before his birth. Christocentrism pervades the text from its
first pages to its last.
Following this vision, which includes foreshadowings of the
destruction of Jerusalem, Lehi preaches repentance to an unreceptive populace. Like Jeremiah’s exhortations, which led to his persecution and imprisonment, Lehi’s public warnings prompt threats
against his life. Consequently, Lehi receives a third vision, wherein
God commands him to take his family and flee into the wilderness.
Lehi promptly complies, setting in motion the principal action of the
early Book of Mormon, the family’s journey to and settlement of a
new world. This exodus also establishes a structural motif, as the first
of many hegiras the Book of Mormon records. Flight from the old
Jerusalem and building new ones, scattering and gathering, cove
nantal integrity in the midst of apostasy and dispersion and a “land
of promise”—all these constitute variants of the Book of Mormon’s
recurring theme of building Zion in the wilderness.
After a journey of three days, Lehi and his family make camp. There,
in the wilderness south of Jerusalem, Lehi has a fourth dream-vision,
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in which he is commanded to send his four sons back to Jerusalem to
secure a record of the Jews together with a family genealogy, inscribed
on plates of brass (1 Nephi 3:2–4). This is a formidable challenge because
the plates are in the possession of one Laban, apparently a Jewish
official of some standing. Twice the brothers fail, almost losing their
lives in the process. Nephi himself returns a third time and succeeds
unaided, but only through the extreme measure of killing a drunken
and helpless Laban at the persistent urging of “the Spirit.” The cost in
expense, effort, and human life demonstrates and justifies a profound
valuation of scripture—a concept that comes to be developed in the
Book of Mormon in ways very unlike Catholic and Protestant notions.
Once in possession of the brass plates, Lehi relates yet another
divine mandate he has received, this time sending his sons on a quest
presumably more to their liking: obtaining wives. If they had harbored doubts about the duration or remoteness of their exile, the command to acquire companions before continuing must have told them
that their flight was a definitive exile. Lehi’s sons and daughters need
companions if the band of refugees is to have a sustainable future—or,
as expressed in the scripture, “his sons should take daughters to wife,
that they might raise up seed unto the Lord” (1 Nephi 7:1). This concern with family and posterity, and the fervent hope that descendants
will prosper in the face of contention, schism, and eventual civil war,
reinforce this narrative’s essential identity as a clan history. Like the
patriarchal narratives of Genesis, the Book of Mormon, especially in
its initial self-conceiving, is an epic family drama.
Nephi describes one more vision Lehi experienced shortly after the
return of the sons bringing the family of Ishmael with their prospective
brides (and presumably grooms). By far the most extensive of his chroni
cled visions, and the most memorable in the Book of Mormon, this one
culminates and subsumes the long chain of heavenly revelations already
recorded. The central image in his vision is a tree with resplendent white
fruit, “desirable to make one happy” (1 Nephi 8:10). Other features of
the allegorical dream include a large and spacious building, a rod of
iron, a spacious field and a fountain of waters, and Lehi’s family and
multitudes of people. But now, in the pages following Lehi’s descrip-
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tion of his dream, the narrative takes a peculiar and momentous shift,
for Nephi records for the first time that in the aftermath of his father’s
vision, he goes to the Lord in prayer, desiring that he may also “behold
the things which [his] father saw” (11:3).
The Spirit of the Lord appears to him and at first leaves him in
doubt as to the propriety of his request. Does he not believe his father’s
account? Why then ask for his own version? Assured by Nephi that
he does indeed trust the words of his father, the prophet and patriarch Lehi, the Spirit breaks into a hosanna shout and blesses Nephi
for seeking his personal revelatory experience. Nephi then records his
version of the vision, which exceeds his father’s in points of detail. It
is thus by virtue of the repetition of Lehi’s final vision through his son
Nephi that the principal themes already outlined are reiterated and
reconfirmed. First, the very circumstance of the vision’s duplication
for Nephi’s benefit emphatically attests to the desirability and worthiness of the quest for personal revelation. The apparent redundancy of
the vision, and its bestowal on an individual outside the channels of
prophetic leadership or patriarchal direction, point to a more egalitarian, decentralized, less priestly version of revelation than is typical
of Old Testament texts. Nephi summarizes this lesson, the backbone
of his people’s entire scriptural and religious history, when he writes
that his desire “to see, and hear, and know” the things of God “by the
power of the Holy Ghost” will be granted by God “unto all those who
diligently seek him. . . . For he that diligently seeketh shall find; and
the mysteries of God shall be unfolded unto them, by the power of the
Holy Ghost, as well in these times as in times of old, and as well in
times of old as in times to come” (1 Nephi 10:17, 19).
The Christocentrism of Nephi’s vision is powerfully manifest in
the answer to his question concerning the meaning of the central,
commanding image of the vision, a magnificent tree with white fruit.
Instead of receiving an answer in words, Nephi is shown the Virgin
Mary, bearing the young Christ in her arms. He then apprehends that
the fruit of the tree signifies the love of God, concretized in the gift of
his son. He sees as well the Savior’s ministry and crucifixion, and in
a dramatic coda to the gospel version of the passion and resurrection,
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Nephi also witnesses the risen Christ appearing to his own future
descendants in “the land of promise.” Christ, then, is the governing image in this vision, the consummation of all righteous desire,
and the historical culmination of the process of exile and new-world
building that Lehi initiates.
With that land of promise, we come again to the theme of the
third vision—Zion and wilderness. The prior mention of that motif
makes sense of Lehi’s unusual emphasis on the temporal and geographical details of his present vision. His very first words of description referred to “a dark and dreary wilderness” (1 Nephi 8:4). A man
appears proposing to guide him, but it still takes “the space of many
hours in darkness” to reach a spacious field on the other side of “a dark
and dreary waste” (vv. 7–8). That may at first sound like a metaphorical refuge at the end of a spiritual wilderness, but Nephi’s account
emphasizes the literal, historical dimensions of successive promised
lands and blessed eras. He details the dispensation of Christ’s life and
ministry, and the passing of that age into darkness; he witnesses the
flourishing of his posterity, in a “land of promise” far from Jerusalem,
and the eventual apostasy of that civilization, as “darkness [covers]
the face of the land of promise”; he sees Christ’s post-resurrection visit
to the survivors, and the reestablishment of yet another golden age of
righteousness that lasts three generations before descending back into
a night of sin; and he watches as yet another work of righteousness is
established, this time referred to as Zion, and prophesied to be established among the Gentiles in the latter days (1 Nephi 11–15).
The final two themes are reintroduced in connection with the
dominating image of the tree of life itself. In the vicinity of the tree
are throngs of people—lost, wandering, or striving to reach its fruit.
Shrouds of mist obscure the path, but a conspicuous rod of iron leads
along the bank of a river, through the darkness, straight to the tree.
Only those who cling to it are successful in their quest. The troublesome brothers ask Nephi the meaning of this iron rod and are told, “It
[is] the word of God” (1 Nephi 15:24). The importance of scripture is
depicted metaphorically here; as recounted in the Book of Mormon
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itself, national as well as individual spiritual survival is tied to its
availability.
Finally, Lehi’s vision of the tree of life is framed at both ends
and marked internally by his parental preoccupation. “I have seen a
vision,” he says by way of introduction, “and behold, because of the
thing which I have seen, I have reason to rejoice because of Nephi and
also of Sam. . . . But behold, Laman and Lemuel, I fear exceedingly
because of you” (1 Nephi 8:2–4).
The reason for his fear is the scene that unfolds in the vicinity of
the tree of life, the fruit of which Lehi samples, finding it “most sweet,
above all that I ever before tasted” (v. 11). Finding that it “filled [his]
soul with exceedingly great joy” (v. 12), he immediately desires that
his family should likewise partake. Looking around for his wife and
children, he beckons to several of them, who come and share in the
delicious fruit. Laman and Lemuel alone refuse to come and partake.
In recounting the long and complex epiphany he has experienced,
with its elements of peril and salvation, Christology, national destiny,
and apocalypse, Lehi begins and ends with a reference to his parental
concern for his children.
These five themes—personal revelation, Christ, varieties of Zion,
new configurations of scripture, and the centrality of family—constitute
the backbone of five distinct narratives that constitute the sacred record.
Personal Revelation
One influential theologian has written, “God’s revelation of
Himself always occurs in such a way as to manifest more deeply his
inaccessibility to our thought and imagination. All that we can know
is the world. God is not the world. . . . He is Mystery.”1 Another contemporary religious scholar, Elizabeth A. Johnson, agrees, and sees
this as a dominant motif in Christian thought:
The history of theology is replete with this truth: recall Au
gustine’s insight that if we have understood, then what we have
understood is not God; Anselm’s argument that God is that
1. Emil Brunner, Our Faith (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1954), 11–12.
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than which nothing greater can be conceived; Hildegaard’s vision of God’s glory as Living Light that blinded her sight; Aquinas’s working rule that we can know that God is and what God
is not, but not what God is; Luther’s stress on the hiddenness of
God’s glory in the shame of the cross; Simone Weil’s conviction that there is nothing that resembles what she can conceive
of when she says the word God; Sallie McFague’s insistence on
imaginative leaps into metaphor since no language about God
is adequate and all of it is improper.2
This is not the God of the Book of Mormon.
It is hard to talk about revelation in the Book of Mormon without
talking about the revelation of the Book of Mormon. We shall turn
to the modern translation and publication of the Book of Mormon
later. Suffice it for now to say that the process by which the Book of
Mormon itself came into existence enacts and epitomizes the principle of revelation the record is at such pains to foster and promote. As
we saw, the book opens upon a scene of prophets and prophecy set in a
time of extreme national peril. Within pages, however, the focus shifts
from the city of Jerusalem and her inhabitants to the destiny of a man
named Lehi and his family who flee into the wilderness. As the focus
narrows, the manifestations of divine communication, the interactions with God and his interventions in human life, do not decrease
but are multiplied. (This shift of direction, from a public prophet advocating national repentance for the sake of collective survival in the
face of geopolitical crisis to a father contending for the preservation of
his sons and daughters in the wilderness, is a perfect example of the
2. Elizabeth A. Johnson, She Who Is: The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological
Discourse (New York: Crossroad, 1992), 7. Her citations are Augustine, Sermo 52, ch.
6, n. 16 (Patrologia Latina 38.360); Anselm, Proslogium, chaps. 2–3, in Saint Anselm:
Basic Writings, trans. S. N. Deane (La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1974); Hildegaard of
Bingen, Scivias, trans. Mother Columba Hart and Jane Bishop (New York: Paulist,
1990), bk. 1, vision 1, Studia Theologica I, q. 3, preface; Martin Luther, theses 19 and 20,
“The Heidelberg Disputation,” in Luther: Early Theological Works, trans. and ed. James
Atkinson (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1962); Simone Weil, Waiting for God, trans. Emma
Craufurd (New York: Harper and Row, 1973), 32; and Sallie McFague, Models of God:
Theology for an Ecological, Nuclear Age (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 35 and passim.
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Book of Mormon’s tendency to abruptly shift the ground under our
feet. Time and again, we see familiar themes and motifs invoked—
revelation, Christ, Zion, scripture—only to have the narrative swerve
in a direction that reconfigures or reorients the thematic treatment.)
“Prophecy was preeminently the privilege of the prophets,” writes
one scholar of the Hebrew Bible.3 Prophecy is “exegesis of existence
from a divine perspective,” writes Abraham Heschel.4 In the Book of
Mormon, this is emphatically not the case. Prophecy and revelation
contract into the sphere of the quotidian, the personal, and the immediate, where they proliferate and flourish.
There are indications that the writers of the Book of Mormon
intended the prevailing message of the book to be, in fact, openness
to radically individualistic and literalistic conceptions of divine communication to mortals, that is, dialogic revelation. The kind of revelation we are referring to is seen in the Old Testament most memorably
in Moses’s encounter with God on Mount Sinai, when it is recorded
that “the Lord spake unto Moses face to face, as a man speaketh unto
his friend” (Exodus 33:11), or in Abraham’s prolonged exchange with
God over the fate of Sodom, when they haggle over numbers like a
housewife and a shopkeeper (Genesis 18). The anthropomorphism of
these stories, figurative or mythical as it may be to today’s readers, is
certainly understood literally by the writer. “And the Lord went his
way, as soon as he had left communing with Abraham: and Abraham
returned unto his place” (v. 33), he writes, as if human language and
human paradigms of interaction were perfectly adequate to describe
prophetic negotiations with the divine.
The major thrust of the Book of Mormon is the elaboration of this
model of revelation and its extension to lesser mortals. Nephi is no figure of prominence, but the son of a minor prophet and clan leader. Yet
he matter-of-factly records, in language reminiscent of the Abraham
account, how he “returned from speaking with the Lord, to the tent
of [his] father” (1 Nephi 3:1). His nephew Enos makes clear that these
3. “Prophecy,” in F. L. Cross and E. A. Livingstone, eds., Oxford Dictionary of the
Christian Church (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 1336.
4. Abraham Heschel, The Prophets (New York: Harper and Row, 1962), xviii.
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encounters are not monologues in the wilderness but genuine dialogues when he tells of his wrestle with the Lord, which is followed by
a voice assuring him of God’s blessing. There follows further petitioning of the Lord, whereupon God “covenanted with” Enos according to
his desires (Enos 1:16). Such examples in the Book of Mormon could
be multiplied almost endlessly. But what elevates this preoccupation
from a sporadic motif to a governing theme is the way the status of
revelation is tied to the destiny of the principal peoples in the narrative. As we saw, Lehi’s revelations, unheeded, anticipate but cannot
prevent the destruction of Jerusalem. But directed to his own family,
the revealed word of the Lord leads to escape and safety.
While in the wilderness, after Lehi’s vision of the tree of life, his
son Nephi receives his own personal version of the vision as well.
Subsequently, he finds his brothers disputing over the interpretation of the vision. Nephi asks, “Have ye inquired of the Lord?” They
respond, “We have not; for the Lord maketh no such thing known
unto us,” whereupon Nephi rebukes them and likens their rejection of
personal revelation to willful self-destruction (1 Nephi 15:8–11).
Shortly after the tree of life vision, the pattern of revelation continues as Lehi hears, once again, “the voice of the Lord” in the nighttime, urging him to continue his journey southward in the wilderness
(1 Nephi 16:9). The following morning, he finds a curious artifact,
later designated the Liahona, outside his tent. It functions as a kind of
compass that works according to the “faith and diligence and heed”
(v. 28) of its users. The instrument is thus a strange blend of symbolism and functionality since it actually indicates a direction to be
followed but also demonstrates the principle that revelation depends
upon righteous conduct and that “by small means the Lord can bring
about great things” (v. 29). Personal revelation oriented around the
daily demands of a family’s wilderness trek now has both divine affirmation and concrete embodiment. The analogy with Moses’s exodus,
which was accompanied by fiery and cloudy pillars, is obvious, and
Nephi often invokes this Old Testament parallel. But the analogy only
underscores the discrepancy between the signs and thunderings from
Sinai that inspire and guide vast multitudes of a covenant people and
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the “small” but effective “means” that lead a father and his family to
a new home. The dramatic recontextualizing of revelation seems very
much the point: the Book of Mormon is systemically reconstructing it
into a principle with an egalitarian application.
In southern Arabia, the clan turns eastward following the continuing admonitions of “the voice of the Lord” (1 Nephi 16:39). After eight
long years (compared to the forty of Israel), they arrive in a coastal
area they call Bountiful, and Nephi, not the patriarch Lehi, is summoned by the voice of the Lord to build a ship after a particular pattern shown to him. Surmounting the skepticism of his siblings, Nephi
builds the ship and after a harrowing sea journey the family reaches
“the promised land.” Arrived safely, they pitch tents, till the earth, and
commence a new branch of civilization that will last a thousand years.
Flight from imminent destruction and captivity in Jerusalem, survival in the wilderness, guidance through a perilous ocean crossing,
prosperity in the New World, even victory over dissenting Lamanites,
are all effected through a continual stream of revelation given to family patriarchs and righteous sons, chief judges and Nephite kings.
They even choose as “chief captains . . . some one that [has] the spirit
of revelation” (3 Nephi 3:19). When the people come dangerously close
to destruction in the decades before Christ, it is because “they [have
begun] to disbelieve in the spirit of prophecy and in the spirit of reve
lation” (Helaman 4:23). As the civilization at last spirals into its final
self-destruction, from the midst of the carnage Mormon identifies a
major culprit for future generations: “wo unto him that shall deny the
revelations of the Lord, and that shall say the Lord no longer worketh
by revelation, or by prophecy” (3 Nephi 29:6). When his son Moroni
remains the sole survivor of the apocalypse, he echoes the warning,
part of his last testament from the dust, reproving those “who deny
the revelations of God, and say that they are done away, that there are
no revelations, nor prophecies” (Mormon 9:7). Then he turns to the
same theme by way of final apostrophe to future generations, enjoining them to seek confirmation of the authenticity of the things they
are reading, promising personal revelation to all who ask “with a sincere heart, with real intent, having faith in Christ” (Moroni 10:4).
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Focus on Jesus Christ
Nowhere is the juxtaposition of the familiar and the unexpected
more striking than in the place of Jesus Christ in the Book of Mormon.
Many claims surrounding the Book of Mormon—its inscription on
plates of gold, its delivery to Joseph Smith by an angel, its miraculous translation involving seer stones and Urim and Thummim—are
remarkable, to say the least. The most striking claim within the Book
of Mormon is undoubtedly its insistence that the Jesus Christ born
in Bethlehem in the reign of Caesar Augustus was worshipped in the
Western Hemisphere, by way of anticipation, as long ago as six centuries bc. The subtitle printed on the Book of Mormon cover since 1982
(“Another Testament of Jesus Christ”) is a recent development that
reflects both the centrality of Jesus Christ in Latter-day Saint belief
and the church’s concern to emphasize that belief in the face of public skepticism and uncertainty about its self-designation as Christian.
But the gesture is no act of modern revisionism. On the title page
itself, Moroni, upon concluding his ancient record, explains the second major purpose of the Book of Mormon to be “the convincing of
the Jew and Gentile that Jesus is the Christ, the eternal God.”
This assertion immediately invites the question, how did a group
of ancient Israelites acquire exact foreknowledge of Jesus when their
Jewish contemporaries had, at best, vaguely defined beliefs in some
kind of future Messiah? The Book of Mormon seems in this regard a
pseudepigraphal response to the tantalizing possibilities intimated by
Peter when he wrote that “the prophets . . . made careful search and
inquiry, inquiring about the person or time that the Spirit of Christ
within them indicated, when it testified in advance to the sufferings
destined for Christ and the subsequent glory” (1 Peter 1:10–11 NRSV).
The church father Eusebius argued that “Moses . . . was enabled by the
Holy Spirit to foresee quite plainly the title Jesus” (evident, he believes,
in his naming his successor Joshua—which transliterates as Jesus).5
Most Christians, however, see such biblical typology as inspired fore5. Eusebius, The History of the Church from Christ to Constantine, trans. G. A.
Williamson (Middlesex, Eng.: Dorset, 1983), 3.3 (p. 41).
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shadowings apparent only through hindsight. In the case of the Book
of Mormon, by contrast, the references are clear and unobscured by
allegory, symbolism, or cryptic allusion.
The first reference to Christ in the Book of Mormon is in Lehi’s
vision of One descending from heaven followed by twelve others. Later,
the tree of life vision flowers into a lengthy exposition replete with
detail. Nephi is told he will see “the Son of God” (1 Nephi 11:18). He
then sees a virgin, in the city of Nazareth, who is carried away in the
Spirit, thereafter giving birth to “the Lamb of God, . . . the Redeemer
of the world” (vv. 21, 27). All the essential details of Christ’s life as
given in the New Testament are seen by Nephi in this vision dated by
himself to the sixth century bc. Jesus is baptized by a prophet, gathers
twelve followers, heals and ministers to the sick, and is finally “lifted
up and slain for the sins of the world” (v. 11:33).
As if they are aware of the improbable nature of their knowledge,
Book of Mormon authors generally attribute it to special revelations.
Lehi has a vision of the Christ before his family even leaves Jerusalem.
In the vision, he is given a book, which “manifested plainly of the
coming of a Messiah” (1 Nephi 1:19). Later, he preaches the time of
the Messiah’s coming apparently based on an elaborate dream (10:2–
4). Nephi refers to the coming Messiah as Jesus Christ “according
to . . . the word of the angel of God” (2 Nephi 25:21). His mother’s
name, Mary, is likewise made known to King Benjamin “by an angel
from God” (Mosiah 3:2–8). The high priest Alma the Younger knows
the Savior shall be born of Mary in Jerusalem because “the Spirit hath
said this much unto me” (Alma 7:9), and so on. Jacob, Nephi’s brother,
insists that the very purpose of the record keeping is “that they may
know that we knew of Christ, and we had a hope of his glory many
hundred years before his coming; and not only we ourselves had a
hope of his glory, but also all the holy prophets which were before us”
(Jacob 4:4).
Christology in the Book of Mormon is not an occasional intrusion but the narrative backbone of the story and the dramatic point of
orientation. All of Book of Mormon history, in other words, pivots on
the moment of Christ’s coming. Its narrative centrality is emphasized
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by the steadfastness and travails of those who anticipate the messianic
moment, the subsequent utopian era of those who keep Christ’s coming and its significance in memory, and the rapid decline and degradation of those who do not. Book of Mormon prophets even establish
their own chronology around his coming. Logic dictates that dating
“Before Christ” can only occur from the perspective of a people living
in the “Annis Domini.” But Nephi states and twice reaffirms that his
people’s departure from the Old World to the New occurs “six hundred years” before Christ’s birth. To Enos it is reaffirmed that he is
living “many years . . . before he [Christ] shall manifest himself in the
flesh” (Enos 1:8). And to the prophetic Alma the Younger, even the
demise of his civilization is dated in reference to that coming event:
“Behold, I perceive that this very people, the Nephites, according to
the spirit of revelation which is in me, in four hundred years from the
time that Jesus Christ shall manifest himself unto them, shall dwindle
in unbelief” (Alma 45:10).
As the time of Christ’s birth nears, the chronicle records the cost
as well as the reward that such anticipation brings. “Now it came to
pass that there was a day set apart by the unbelievers, that all those
who believed in those traditions should be put to death except the sign
should come to pass, which had been given by Samuel the prophet”
(3 Nephi 1:9). In a striking twist on soteriology, or salvation theology,
the Book of Mormon records that anticipation of Christ’s coming, if
it extends to actual faith, is efficacious for salvation even before the
event. Jarom teaches early on in the Book of Mormon that his people
are “to look forward unto the Messiah, and believe in him to come as
though he already was” (Jarom 1:11.) But King Benjamin goes further,
preaching that “the Lord God hath sent his holy prophets among all
the children of men, to declare these things to every kindred, nation,
and tongue, that thereby whosoever should believe that Christ should
come, the same might receive remission of their sins, and rejoice with
exceedingly great joy, even as though he had already come among
them” (Mosiah 3:13, emphasis added).
Christ’s first coming, in the Old World, was in humility and
anonymity. His visitation to the Nephite people, after his resurrec-

Themes (Givens) • 121

tion in Jerusalem, anticipates his second coming of Christian hope
in its drama, his glorious appearance, and the inauguration of a
mini-millennial utopia. The New Testament records that at the crucifixion of Christ, the earth quaked and the veil in the temple was rent.
In the New World, according to the Book of Mormon, there were tempests and earthquakes that swallowed highways and obliterated cities.
In the aftermath a righteous remnant, gathering around the temple at
Bountiful, hear a piercing, heavenly voice announce the risen Christ.
And behold, they saw a Man descending out of heaven; and
he was clothed in a white robe; and he came down and stood
in the midst of them; and . . . he stretched forth his hand and
spake unto the people, saying: Behold, I am Jesus Christ,
whom the prophets testified shall come into the world. . . .
Arise and come forth unto me, that ye may thrust your hands
into my side, and also that ye may feel the prints of the nails in
my hands and in my feet, that ye may know that I am the God
of Israel, and the God of the whole earth, and have been slain
for the sins of the world. (3 Nephi 11:8–10, 14)
Over a period of days, Jesus ministers to the people, delivers a discourse similar to the Sermon on the Mount, gives special power and
authority to a chosen twelve, blesses their children, and gives other
instructions. Occupying several chapters, the account also includes
Christ’s promise of his second coming, institution of the Lord’s supper, some corrections to their record keeping, and tender accounts of
his praying with and for his disciples, healing their sick, and a children’s Pentecost replete with ministering angels.
One challenge confronted by the early Christian church was how
to situate the gospel of Jesus Christ in relation to the teachings of a host
of ancient philosophers, sages, and non-Jewish prophets. One solution
was to accord to some of these predecessors a degree of inspiration
that anticipated but did not equal the fulness of the gospel revealed
in the apostolic age. In other words, the gospel was held to be in some
fashion as ancient as Adam. St. Augustine, for example, held that “that
which is called the Christian religion existed among the ancients,
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and never did not exist, from the beginning of the human race until
Christ came in the flesh, at which time the true religion which already
existed began to be called Christianity.”6 According to this doctrine
of prisca theologia, versions of the gospel were transmitted imperfectly
to other peoples and cultures, affording even pagans a partial glimpse
of gospel truth. The Book of Mormon suggests a more radical concept:
Christ presents his own ministry to the Nephites as but one in a series
of proliferating manifestations of his gospel and even his personal
presence. Quoting but expanding upon words recorded in the Gospel
of John, Jesus tells them,
Ye are they of whom I said: Other sheep I have which are not
of this fold; them also I must bring, and they shall hear my
voice; and there shall be one fold, and one shepherd. . . . And
verily, verily, I say unto you that I have other sheep, which
are not of this land, neither of the land of Jerusalem, neither
in any parts of that land round about whither I have been
to minister. . . . But I have received a commandment of the
Father that I shall go unto them, and that they shall hear my
voice. (3 Nephi 15:21; 16:1, 3)
Instead of a single unparalleled irruption of the divine into the
human, we have in the Book of Mormon a proliferation of historical
iterations that collectively become the ongoing substance rather than
the shadow of God’s past dealings in the universe.
Wilderness and Varieties of Zion
The central fact in the history of Israel is the exodus from Egypt
and the settling of the promised land. Millennia later, the Puritans
who settled America would see themselves as exiles from the Old
World, figurative Israelites who were guided to this promised land
to establish a spiritual Zion. The early Christian saga involves movement from the covenant of blood extended to a chosen tribe to the
6. Augustine, Retractions I.12.3, trans. Mary Inez Brogan (Washington, DC:
Catholic University of America Press, 1968), 54.
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covenant of adoption that creates a community of believers; it changes
from a gathering in real space, centered in a literal Zion, to a spiritual gathering that constitutes a figurative body in Christ. The Book
of Mormon reenacts the former, Jewish model, even as it presages the
latter, Christian version. For the Book of Mormon is the record of a
people’s repeated quests for a land of promise and their anxiety about
their covenantal status before God, even as it insistently repeats the
theme that “as many of the Gentiles as will repent are the covenant
people of the Lord” (2 Nephi 30:2).
Gods who hold dominion and sway by the power of love evoke a
particular kind of anxiety in their people. We are never so vulnerable
as when we love,7 writes Freud, and that holds true in relations with
the divine as much as in relations with humans. The fear of alienation,
anxiety about rejection, and the terror of being forgotten—these sentiments seem to be fully acknowledged and mercifully addressed in
God’s institution of the covenant as a compensating mechanism. There
is no more pervasive and unifying theme to the Jewish scriptures than
the covenant made with Abraham. It is the basis of both collective and
individual identity. It is the foundation not just of a particular status
vis-à-vis other peoples, but it is principally and primarily the guarantee of God’s constant love. A woman may forget her nursing child, the
Lord assures them through Isaiah, “yet will I not forget thee. Behold, I
have graven thee upon the palms of my hands” (Isaiah 49:15–16).
Only in this context does the dominant emotional tone of the
Book of Mormon have a recognizable resonance. The Book of Mormon
begins with an event that must have been traumatic to the principal
actors in the drama: exodus. Not an exodus from bondage and wilderness exile to the land of promise, but exodus away from the land of
promise, away from Jerusalem, from the people of the covenant, from
the temple, and into the wilderness. This is why the form of so much
of Nephi’s preaching, in the early days of exile, is reassurance and consolation. He invokes Isaiah repeatedly, precisely in order to convince
his people that they are “a remnant of the house of Israel” and that,
7. Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, trans. and ed. James Strachey
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1961), 31.
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though broken off, they “may have hope as well as [their] brethren”
(1 Nephi 19:24). A thousand years later, at the conclusion of the record,
Moroni reaffirms this message by giving it pride of place on his title
page. The sacred record, he writes, is “to show unto the remnant of the
House of Israel what great things the Lord hath done for their fathers;
and that they may know the covenants of the Lord, that they are not
cast off forever.”
This lesson—the portability of Zion—is reenacted so many times
in the Book of Mormon story that it becomes a leitmotif. Lehi erects
an altar in the wilderness and makes of his exile a sacred refuge. After
a terrifying sea voyage, the clan becomes established in the promised land. But there dissension immediately breaks out, and Nephi is
directed to again flee into the wilderness and reestablish a remnant
of the original remnant (2 Nephi 5). A few hundred years later, the
Lord directs a subsequent king, Mosiah, to depart from there “into the
wilderness” with “as many as would hearken” (Omni 1:13). Arrived in
Zarahemla, Mosiah and his people encounter another remnant from
Jerusalem who “journeyed in the wilderness” (v. 16) to this New World
Zion. Other iterations of this theme will include the newly converted
Alma the Elder’s flight from the court of King Noah and his founding of a church in the wilderness, and yet another people descended
from Old World exiles, who cross the sea in barges after being commanded to “go forth into the wilderness” at the time of the Tower of
Babel (Ether 2:5). Most poignantly of all, the record will close with
the spectacle of a lonely Moroni, sole survivor of his race. Finding in
his wilderness exile that he has neither family, friends, nor “whither
to go” (Mormon 8:5), the successive chain of Zion building finds its
definitive end and the record closes thereafter.
The Book of Mormon may be seen in this light as the story of the
unending transmission of the gospel into new contexts, a chronicle of
the volatility and fragility of lands of refuge, a testament of the portability and ceaseless transmutations of Zion, with the only constant
being the eternally present promise of a special relationship to God
and direct access to his power and truth. The original dislocation signified by Lehi’s exodus becomes not a prelude to a new geographi-
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cal gathering but a shadow of the permanent reconstitution of Zion
into spiritual refuge. The resonance of this theme for early American
descendants of those who had embarked on their own errand into
the wilderness would have been unmistakable. And the theme would
undoubtedly have held special poignancy for the first readers of the
Book of Mormon, nineteenth-century religious refugees who persisted doggedly and tragically in attempts to realize their own earthly
Zions in a trail from Ohio through Missouri to Illinois and the Great
Basin of Utah.
New Configurations of Scripture
In the 1830s, the Book of Mormon erupted out of an intensely
Christian environment. Its most popular appellations, the “Golden
Bible” or the “Mormon Bible,” affirmed the fact that the Bible was its
first and enduring standard of comparison and the point of departure
for understanding it. Mormons called it scripture, the Word of God,
a revelation. It was about Jews and the house of Israel, and its opening scenes are in Jerusalem, with language that is immediately recognizable as King James English. Early editions were even deliberately
bound to emulate the most popular edition of the Bible in circulation in nineteenth-century America. Joseph Smith planned to publish
an edition in which the two sacred volumes, the Bible and the Book
of Mormon, would be bound together (a desire not realized until the
twentieth century).
A striking difference between the Book of Mormon and the Bible
is that the latter achieved its present form(s) through a long process
that involved both identified and anonymous authors, almost entirely
anonymous scribes and editors, Jewish and early Christian councils,
a good dose of faction and conflict, and centuries of transmission history marked by darkness and obscurity. The Book of Mormon, by contrast, is generally transparent about its own origins and construction
from beginning to end. Clarity surrounding its provenance seems to
be not just a by-product of such transparency, but central to its claim
to authority and to what it has to say about the very nature of scripture
and scriptural formation. Most writers are identified, and the entirety
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is organized and subsumed within the editorial control and prophetic
vision of its final authors, Mormon and Moroni.
Its complex, multilayered, at times Chinese-box structure evinces
important principles of how scripture is constituted. And the Book of
Mormon itself is transparent about the process of its own metamorphosis from a panoply of sources and influences to the final product
translated by Joseph Smith and delivered to the world as scripture.
It will be useful therefore to trace the organization and constitution
of the text of the Book of Mormon from its beginnings.After their
eight-year sojourn in the Arabian wilderness and an oceanic crossing,
Lehi’s clan arrives in the promised land. Upon arrival, Nephi writes
that the Lord commanded him to compile “the record of [his] people” (1 Nephi 19:1). He does not call it scripture or doctrine or prophecy—but a simple clan history. This account includes “the record of
[his] father, and the genealogy of his fathers, and the more part of all
[their] proceedings in the wilderness” (v. 2). And Nephi indicates that
in the future those plates are to contain “an account of the reign of the
kings, and the wars and contentions of [his] people” (9:4). They are,
in other words, designed to be the record of what we today would call
the political and secular history of his family and their descendants.
Nephi obeys the command, fashioning “plates of ore” (they are never
referred to in the Book of Mormon as gold plates) and commencing
the record. He faithfully keeps that record for more than twenty years,
at the end of which time he is directed by the Lord to fashion a second
set of plates (subsequently called the “small plates” by Nephi’s brother
Jacob).
On these small plates, Nephi records “the ministry of [his] people”
(1 Nephi 9:3). Elsewhere the subject of the small plates is described as
“the things of God” (6:3) or “things . . . most precious” (Jacob 1:2). The
pages constituting the first quarter of the modern Book of Mormon
are entirely derived from these small plates. The command to produce
two parallel records must have struck Nephi as peculiar, but he knows
only that it is for “a wise purpose” of the Lord (1 Nephi 9:5). For reasons that go a long way toward explaining the need for two histories,
Smith’s translation of Nephi’s first version—written on the “other,”

Themes (Givens) • 127

or presumably large, plates and later abridged by Mormon—never
made it into print. What this means for the reader is that, for the first
two hundred years and more of the history chronicled by the Book of
Mormon, we have a focus on “ministry” rather than on history, written by Nephi and others and never subjected to later abridgment.
After explaining the origins of this record that will eventually
become the Book of Mormon, and establishing his intent to write
nothing “save it be . . . sacred” (1 Nephi 19:6), Nephi goes about constituting his record in a way that is markedly different from simple
prophetic utterance or inspired dictate. He constitutes his record as a
kind of bricolage, or assemblage of already-existing pieces into a new
mosaic. In doing so, he reinforces a conception of scripture as fluid,
diffuse, and infinitely generable—the very opposite of scripture as
unilinear, concretized, fixed in a canon.
The first eight chapters of his record Nephi characterizes as a summation of a record his father kept. His own record commences with
the details leading up to his vision of the tree of life. He then assimilates into his account a number of other prophetic voices unknown to
modern readers: “[Christ shall yield himself to] be lifted up, according
to the words of Zenock, and to be crucified, according to the words
of Neum, and to be buried in a sepulchre, according to the words
of Zenos” (1 Nephi 19:10). (Nephi’s brother Jacob will likewise borrow, but more extensively, from Zenos.) Nephi then progresses to the
prophecies of Isaiah, whose stature in Nephi’s eyes is indicated by the
fact that he refers to him simply as “the prophet” (v. 11). Not content to merely cite him, Nephi incorporates into his narrative entire
swaths of Isaiah, largely unchanged from the form known to Jewish
and Christian readers of the Bible. These writings of Isaiah, Nephi
tells us, were contained in the brass plates that he took from Laban
in Jerusalem. Those passages most favored by Nephi for inclusion are
ones dealing with covenant and the scattering and gathering of Israel.
As Nephi explains, “I did read unto them that which was written by
the prophet Isaiah; for I did liken all scripture unto us, that it might
be for our profit and learning” (v. 23). This aside reveals that Nephi is
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engaged in a kind of midrash on the Isaiah passages. Midrash is based
on the word derash. As Norman Cohen explains,
the derash teaches meaning for every age. The term derash is
based on the root d-r-sh, which means “to seek” or “to search
out” in reference to the Bible, i.e., to search out and to discern
meaning in the biblical text. . . . Derash, the method of midrash
(from the same root), is, as we have seen already, the dominant
mode for the creation of rabbinic literature. . . . [T]he words
of the text can illumine the reader’s life experience, while the
reader, in bringing his or her life to bear on a text, can penetrate
the human issues implicit in it. Derash essentially involves the
“reading in” of a meaning different from the text’s peshat [literal meaning].8
Time and again, Nephi cites passages from Isaiah. When his
brothers ask, “What meaneth these things which ye have read?” his
explications situate his family and posterity firmly within the scope of
Isaiah’s vision of the future: “it meaneth us in the days to come, and
also all our brethren who are of the house of Israel,” he says in one
typical interpretation (1 Nephi 22:1, 6).
The dynamic, vibrant life of scripture, as something that is generated, assimilated, transformed, and transmitted in endless ways and
in ever-new contexts, is clearly apparent in these scenes where Nephi
centers in on his commission to produce a sacred record. This pattern
achieves its most dramatic instance well into the subsequent narrative
with a repentant sinner, Alma the Elder. Coming from an unbelieving
people far removed from the righteous Nephites, Alma begins, surprisingly, to preach Christ to his peers: “And now, it came to pass that
Alma, who had fled from the servants of king Noah, repented of his
sins and iniquities, and . . . began to teach . . . concerning that which
was to come, and also concerning the resurrection of the dead, and
the redemption of the people, which was to be brought to pass through
the power, and sufferings, and death of Christ” (Mosiah 18:1–2).
8. Norman J. Cohen, The Way into Torah (Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing,
2000), 84–85.
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How did Alma obtain knowledge of Christ? He heard the preaching
of Abinadi, an itinerant prophet martyred by the wicked Noah. And
Alma “did write all the words which Abinadi had spoken” (Mosiah
17:4). Where did Abinadi, who appears suddenly in the narrative with
no background or introduction, get his knowledge? In chapters 13–14 of
Mosiah, we find him reading the words of Moses and of Isaiah to Noah’s
court, and finding in them clear foreshadowing of a “God [who should]
himself . . . come down among the children of men, and . . . redeem
his people” (13:33, 34). Where did Abinadi obtain those scriptures? He
was a member of Zeniff’s colony, which was an offshoot of the major
Nephite settlement, and the narrative would apparently have us believe
they took copies of the Nephite records with them when they departed
Zarahemla and resettled Lehi-Nephi. And those Nephite records? As
we already learned early in the Book of Mormon, Nephi and his brothers absconded with Laban’s brass plates that contained the writings of
Moses, Isaiah, and several other Hebrew prophets. So we have a clear
line of transmission from prophetic utterance to brass plates to Nephi’s
small plates to Zeniff’s copy to Abinadi’s gloss to Alma’s transcription.
And that is only half the story. From Alma we learn that those teachings become a part of his written record. When he and his band of exiles
arrive back in the major colony of Zarahemla, King Mosiah reads to
the assembled people “the account of Alma and his brethren” (Mosiah
25:6). King Mosiah, as guardian of the large plates, presumably incorporates the record into his own record. Those plates are subsequently
abridged by Mormon, the late-fourth-century Nephite editor.
It is in this conception of scripture that the boundary between
Nephites and nineteenth-century Mormons, between Moroni and
Joseph Smith, again fades. Not in the sense of the Book of Mormon
as pseudepigrapha, but in the sense of its nineteenth-century incarnation as one more stage, one more version, of prophetic utterance that
can never be permanently fixed or final. As the Lord indicates in a
kind of celebration of this scriptural proliferation,
I command all men, both in the east and in the west, and in
the north, and in the south, and in the islands of the sea, that
they shall write the words which I speak unto them. . . . For

130 • The FARMS Review 21/1 (2009)

behold, I shall speak unto the Jews and they shall write it; and
I shall also speak unto the Nephites and they shall write it;
and I shall also speak unto the other tribes of the house of
Israel, which I have led away, and they shall write it; and I
shall also speak unto all nations of the earth and they shall
write it. (2 Nephi 29:11–12)
After the mutiny on the HMS Bounty in 1789, the mutineers
founded on Pitcairn Island a colony that rapidly descended into “a living hell of sexual abuse, drunkenness, and murder. Their society was
on the brink of collapse.”9 With the help of a Bible found among their
effects, survivors founded a church and a school on the island. When
the colony was discovered years later, the inhabitants were so orderly
and educated that the criminals were not returned for trial.
The story may be somewhat romanticized, but its moral of the
indispensability of scripture to cultural and spiritual preservation is
echoed in the Book of Mormon. The civilization of the Nephites could
be said to have been founded on a blood sacrifice that attests the incalculable value of scripture. Nephi slew the corrupt Jewish leader Laban
in order to secure the scriptural record engraved on the plates of brass.
The manslaughter is expressly condoned, even mandated by the voice
of the Spirit, which testifies to the reluctant Nephi that “it is better
that one man should perish than that a nation should dwindle and
perish in unbelief” (1 Nephi 4:13). The specter of a nation spiritually
dying for lack of scripture subsequently becomes reality when Nephi’s
descendants encounter another immigrant population in the New
World who departed Jerusalem at the time of Zedekiah’s captivity,
around 586 bc. Of these “Mulekites,” the chronicler Amaleki writes
that “they had become exceedingly numerous. Nevertheless, they had
had many wars and serious contentions . . . ; and their language had
become corrupted; and they had brought no records with them; and
they denied the being of their Creator; and Mosiah, nor the people of
Mosiah, could understand them” (Omni 1:17).
9. Ginny Hastings recounts the Bounty story in “Ship of Fools: Mutiny on the
Bounty,” Issues & Answers 5/8 (November 1982): 1.
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Religious memory is clearly the only safeguard against spiritual
apostasy and cultural decline. The injunction to remember becomes
a mantra woven through the entire length of the Book of Mormon.
Nephi and other prophets exhort their audience to “remember the
words which I speak unto you” (1 Nephi 7:15), “remember to keep his
commandments” (15:25), “remember the Lord” (17:45; 19:18), “remember to observe the statutes and the judgments of the Lord” (2 Nephi
1:16), “remember the greatness of the Holy One of Israel” (9:40)—
these and innumerable kindred commands are encapsulated in the
oft-repeated injunction to remember the covenants of the Father. The
memory of the past is an essential guarantee that they will remember
their obligation to the future and thus maintain intact their covenant
relationship with God. Memory preserves the links of this human
chain against the ravages of sin and forgetting. So the injunction to
remember “the captivity of [their] fathers” (Mosiah 27:16; Alma 5:6;
36:2), the “deliverance of [their] fathers” (Mosiah 9:17), “the travails,
and the labors, and the pains of the Jews” (2 Nephi 29:4), and, in sum,
“how merciful the Lord hath been unto the children of men, from the
creation of Adam even down until the time that ye shall receive these
things” (Moroni 10:3) is mirrored in the stimulus and prod to remember obligations extending into the future: “remember your children”
(Jacob 3:10) and “remember your seed” (2 Nephi 29:2). In this light,
the indispensability of the scriptures is made resoundingly clear by
Alma the Younger. In his simple explanation, “they have enlarged the
memory of this people” (Alma 37:8).
Centrality of Family
The first sentence of the Book of Mormon proper is the headnote,
written by Nephi, in which he characterizes what is to follow as “an
account of Lehi and his wife Sariah, and his four sons.” The Book of
Mormon, in other words, in fact and in the eyes of its first author,
is the story of a family. In the text’s introductory sentence, Nephi’s
first thought is to cast himself as a son of “goodly parents,” “taught
somewhat in all the learning of my father,” tempered nonetheless by
“many afflictions” (1 Nephi 1:1). The stage is immediately set for the
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kind of familiar domestic drama with which the patriarchal narratives of the Hebrew Bible abound. Like the righteous Abel, the favored
Isaac, the usurper Jacob, and the indulged Joseph, Nephi is situated
within a web of family relationships including righteous parents,
scheming or displaced siblings, and a posterity’s destiny hanging in
the balance.
Of the many parallels with the Mosaic narratives invoked by
Nephi, this comparison sets up the most emphatic reversal of all, for
although the first brothers in Genesis are embroiled in fratricide, and
bitter brotherly conflict including Ishmael, Esau, and Joseph’s brothers persists through the generations, the epic history of the patriarchs
finds happy resolution in the end. In the emotional ordeal Joseph
imposes on his eleven guilty brothers in the realm of Pharaoh, followed by his frank forgiveness of them for selling him into bondage, we find atonement and family reconciliation. The emotionally
cleansing scene of recognition and weeping, followed by reunion with
Israel and establishment of the entire clan in Goshen, is capstoned by
Jacob’s patriarchal benediction upon the heads of his dozen children.
Prophetic promises explicate and confirm the providentially guided
destiny of the house of Israel. We end Genesis with closure, family
unity, and intimations of great destinies.
Against this foil, the Book of Mormon’s family saga acquires a
somber cast. Sibling jealousies do not find resolution but violent
expansion, culminating in a tragic and genocidal finale painfully
deferred until the record’s final pages. The founding family of the
Book of Mormon fractures even before they leave Jerusalem. The
eldest sons Laman and Lemuel murmur against their father’s indictment of Jerusalem, their flight from the city, and his whole vision-led
life that drags them into its disruptive wake. Murmuring escalates to
contention, violence against the ever-obedient Nephi, and an eventual
attempt on his life. After the harrowing ocean crossing and the death
of clan leader Lehi, the group fractures permanently. On the pretext
that Nephi has usurped their right to rule, a claim that will persist
through centuries, Laman and Lemuel again plot violence against
Nephi, who departs further into the interior with his followers. His
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brother describes the principal dynamic that animates subsequent
Book of Mormon history: the dissenters, left to posses the site of original settlement, conceive “an eternal hatred against us, their brethren.
And they sought by the power of their arms to destroy us continually”
(Jacob 7:24).
Because the record’s first writer, Nephi, sees in vision the extinction of his people at the hands of their brethren, and the book’s final
writer and editor, Moroni, personally experiences the apocalypse,
the narrative from beginning to end both anticipates and looks back
upon a tragic history. To compound an already-wretched tale, Moroni
appends near the end an account of another civilization, the Jaredites,
who centuries earlier met an equally calamitous end.
Narratively, then, reunion and resolution are tentatively and fleetingly attained at best, and hope hovers perpetually over the horizon.
The grounds for whatever solace there may be, the sole mode of consolation and vehicle of hope, is the sacred record itself. It will be the
means, in a day far future, of recuperating a message of eternal worth
that outlives the peoples who authored it. As the Lord reveals to a
grieving Nephi, who has just witnessed in vision the cataclysms to fall
upon his descendants:
I will be merciful unto the Gentiles in that day, insomuch that
I will bring forth unto them, in mine own power, much of my
gospel, which shall be plain and precious, saith the Lamb. For,
behold, saith the Lamb: I will manifest myself unto thy seed,
that they shall write many things which I shall minister unto
them, which shall be plain and precious; and after thy seed
shall be destroyed, and dwindle in unbelief, and also the seed
of thy brethren, behold, these things shall be hid up, to come
forth unto the Gentiles. (1 Nephi 13:34–35)
But the tragedy is not as complete as those words suggest, for Nephi
also receives the assurance that at least a remnant of his posterity will
survive both the ravages of the civil wars and the later depredations of
the “Gentile” colonizers (1 Nephi 13:30).
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The qualification is crucial because it grounds the fragile hope that
motivates and animates the maintenance of the sacred records for a
thousand years and more. This is no chronicle kept by court historians
or apocalyptic warning legalistically recorded by a dour Jeremiah or
a Jonah waiting with Schadenfreude for the violent denouement. It is
first and foremost a father’s testament and family history, impelled by
parental anxiety. It is written to inspire, to edify, to morally instruct,
and to warn an extended family already riven by dissension and
faithlessness.
When Lehi is first introduced to us, he has the unenviable task of
trying to forfend the destruction of Jerusalem and its people. Though
he wrestles with national destinies, the fate of his own family is his
overriding concern, and the local domestic tragedy he fails to avert
becomes in this regard a microcosm, or a type, of the larger tragedy it
portends. Lehi’s vision of the tree of life, as we learn from two retellings of it, expands to involve contemporary events in Jerusalem, the
destiny of scattered Israel, and the coming of the Messiah. But Lehi, in
his first retelling of the story, seems unable to move beyond the personal source of grief the vision elicited. The same seems true of Nephi,
who records, “These are the words of my father: . . . And Laman and
Lemuel partook not of the fruit, said my father” (1 Nephi 8:34–35).
And even though Lehi at this time discusses other matters pertaining to his vision (“all the words of his dream . . . were many,” v. 36),
Nephi only notes that “because of these things which he saw in vision,
he exceedingly feared for Laman and Lemuel; yea, he feared lest they
should be cast off from the presence of the Lord. And he did exhort
them then with all the feeling of a tender parent, that they would hearken to his words” (vv. 36–37).
Like the Old Testament, then, family stories dominate the subject
matter of the early sections of the Book of Mormon. But they also
pervade and eventually conclude the narrative as well. The poignant
concern of Lehi for his sons is mirrored later in the paternal worry
of King Mosiah for his missionary sons about to proselytize a violent
and hostile people in Lamanite territory. His fears are allayed when he
obtains a revelation expressly telling him, “Let them go up, for many
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shall believe on their words, and they shall have eternal life; and I will
deliver thy sons out of the hands of the Lamanites” (Mosiah 28:7).
The righteous Alma the Elder has a particularly recalcitrant son who
goes about seeking to destroy the church his father founded. When
an angel appears to Alma the Younger in an episode reminiscent of
Paul on the road to Damascus, the miraculous conversion that ensues
is traceable to a father’s love. “The Lord hath heard the prayers of his
people,” the angel tells the stunned youth, “and also the prayers of his
servant, Alma, who is thy father; for he has prayed with much faith
concerning thee that thou mightest be brought to the knowledge of
the truth; therefore, for this purpose have I come to convince thee of
the power and authority of God, that the prayers of his servants might
be answered according to their faith” (Mosiah 27:14).
Even without angelic intervention, the power of loving parents
proves potent. Nephi implicitly attributes all that is good in his life
to “his goodly parents” and having been taught “in all the learning
of my father” (1 Nephi 1:1). The first conversion recorded in the Book
of Mormon occurs when Enos goes to the forest to hunt and, as he
writes, “the words which I had often heard my father speak concerning eternal life, and the joy of the saints, sunk deep into my heart”
(Enos 1:4). The miraculous preservation of the warrior youths of
Helaman is expressly attributed by them to their having “been taught
by their mothers, that if they did not doubt, God would deliver them”
(Alma 56:47). And the last two characters given voice in the Book of
Mormon, silhouetted against a battlefield of appalling carnage, are the
warrior prophets Mormon and his son Moroni, who vainly battled to
save their people, by preaching and by force of arms, from a spiral into
irredeemable depravity and death.When the final scene wraps up, as
when the thousand-year drama began, fragile hope resides in the son
who occupies a darkening stage. The family tragedy that escalated into
a civilization’s utter destruction, is reduced in the end, once again,
to loss that is profoundly personal and relational. The abstractions of
historic catastrophe collapse into a family circle. The seeds of destruction, the hope of spiritual survival, and the consequences of evil never
really move outside the local and the personal.
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With his last words, Mormon laments the scene before him:
My soul was rent with anguish, because of the slain of my
people, and I cried: O ye fair ones, how could ye have departed
from the ways of the Lord! O ye fair ones, how could ye have
rejected that Jesus, who stood with open arms to receive you!
Behold, if ye had not done this, ye would not have fallen. But
behold, ye are fallen, and I mourn your loss. O ye fair sons and
daughters, ye fathers and mothers, ye husbands and wives, ye
fair ones, how is it that ye could have fallen! (Mormon 6:16–19)
When Moroni appends an epilogue to Mormon’s final narrative, pain receives its full complement in his isolation from all human
relationships.
And my father also was killed by them, and I even remain
alone to write the sad tale of the destruction of my people. . . .
My father hath been slain in battle, and all my kinsfolk, and I
have not friends nor whither to go; and how long the Lord will
suffer that I may live I know not. (Mormon 8:3, 5)

How Should We Then Read?
Reading Mormon Scripture
after the Fall
Alan Goff

Review of Dan Vogel. Joseph Smith: The Making of a Prophet. Salt Lake City: Signature
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How should we then live? (Ezekiel 33:10)

B

efore the shock of the sexual revolution from the 1960s had finished reverberating through our culture, a similar textual revolution was taking place. Before the impact of structuralism and poststructuralism was felt, reading seemed to be a fairly straightforward
act. After that transformation—inasmuch as anthropology, literary
studies, biblical criticism, historiography, and other disciplines were
overtaken by the tsunami called theory—reading became a much
more problematic endeavor. Before that transformation, researchers
commonly used terms such as objectivity, neutrality, freedom from
presuppositions, and lack of bias. But Michel Foucault (1926–1984),
Jacques Derrida (1930–2004), and similar thinkers have insisted that
we view all such claims with suspicion. Instead, we now talk about
the ineluctability of ideology. Before the fall into ideology, we talked
and wrote as though objectivity were not only a possibility but also a
desirable aspiration. But now we can no longer live in the innocence
we used to enjoy in our prelapsarian state. A reader always has an
ideology—inescapably, unavoidably, inevitably. This does not mean
that a reading’s ideological content is all or everything, for it varies
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tremendously among interpreters. But it does mean that ideological
content is often hidden from both the writer and the audience and
that when one writer or generation sees little ideological content in a
text, the next reader or generation may find the text saturated with it.
We live in a time of various hermeneutics of suspicion; all of
these assert that the claims made on the surface of a text cannot be
true or sufficient. A deeper explanation must be sought. The greatest
nineteenth-century proponents of a hermeneutics of suspicion were
Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) and Karl Marx (1818–1883). Both argued
that the surface meaning of, say, a Shakespeare play is inadequate; the
text must be opened up using Freudian psychology or Marxist economic analysis. Of course, a danger lurks in reducing a text using such
overarching theories. Why? A “hermeneutics of suspicion always runs
the risk of arbitrariness and therefore should intervene only in the last
instance, when no other interpretation appears possible any longer.”1
A primary step in understanding a text is to read it immanently—that
is, to read it from within the world it creates for itself with some genuinely sympathetic attempt to see it through its own presuppositions.
Once that immanent critique has been attempted, the way the text
differs from the reader’s expectations or ideological framework will
likely stand out. The differences and similarities can then be engaged
critically.
When I read the Book of Mormon, I bring with me several presuppositions: the book is a complicated work of literature and history
that not only deserves but also demands the best readings and readers,
the book is an ancient text written by prophets belonging to a branch
broken from the trunk of the house of Israel (and is therefore written
according to biblical compositional principles), the book is a saturated
phenomenon (like the Bible) that its readers—even the best readers—
can never fully grasp or contain, and the book acquires most of its
density through intertextuality (i.e., by referring to parts or a version
of the Old Testament, brought to the New World with the founding
1. Jean-Luc Marion, “How to Avoid Speaking of ‘Negative Theology,’” in God, the
Gift, and Postmodernism, ed. John D. Caputo and Michael J. Scanlon (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1999), 25.
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generation of Nephites, and also through allusion by later Nephites
prophets to earlier parts of the record, often called intratextuality). I
believe that if we apply to the Book of Mormon a biblical hermeneutic
that demands sensitivity to the use of repetition, we will uncover at
least part of the complexity and layering available in that text.
Repeatedly, the Book of Mormon instructs its readers about how it
should be read. To cite an example specifically in the context of interpreting Isaiah (that is, an example of intertextual reading in which
Nephi tells us how to read Isaiah because he reads Isaiah in this way),
Nephi tells his audience that he did and they should “liken all scriptures unto us, that it might be for our profit and learning” (1 Nephi
19:23). Not only is this the author’s cue about how to read Hebraic
scripture, but he also claims that the scriptures are specifically written to be read that way, for the Nephites are a branch of the house
of Israel whose scriptures are written so they can “liken them unto
[them]selves, . . . for after this manner has the prophet written” (v. 24).
The ancient rabbis had a similar rule—namely, that what happened to
the fathers was a sign to their descendants.2 Jon D. Levenson, a professor of Jewish studies at Harvard Divinity School, translates this
rabbinic maxim this way: “The Patriarchs are the type; their descendants, the antitype.”3 Like the Bible, the Book of Mormon depends on
repetition; what happens to an eponymous ancestor (e.g., Abraham,
Jacob, Joseph, Nephi, Laman) also happens to or can be likened unto
his progeny. This recently rediscovered literary view of the function
of repetition4 should deepen our appreciation of the complexity of the
Bible and Book of Mormon; it also imposes strict requirements on its
readers to read better. In other words, the repetition of foundational
events in the lives of descendants should increase our appreciation of
2. See Michael A. Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1985), 373.
3. Jon D. Levenson, The Death and Resurrection of the Beloved Son: The
Transformation of Child Sacrifice in Judaism and Christianity (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1993), 114. Although he is Jewish, Levenson is willing to use traditionally Christian terminology when appropriate.
4. Robert Alter, in his The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981),
was perhaps the first to articulate the importance of repetition in biblical texts.
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the complexity of Hebraic texts, not make us view the recurrence as
a defect. Speaking of this principle, a literarily trained reader of the
Bible notes of the frequent reiterations in Genesis that if the reader
does not account for the repeated elements, a large part of the meaning
is neglected: “Miss the repetition, miss the story.”5 If we do not appreciate the importance of repetition to the ancient (especially Hebraic)
mind, we end up imposing modern and alien textual principles on the
scripture: “Overlooking such patterns of repetition that run through
Genesis contributes to its being a story we haven’t heard, a story whose
God gets shaped by our own projections and biases rather than by the
text.”6 We cannot help but apply our modern biases to the texts we read
because we are creatures of history as much as were the writers who
produced the scriptures, but we ought to critically inform ourselves
about other approaches and readings that put our own into question.
Reading for Superficiality
The Book of Mormon has long been read as a simple narrative,
even by believers committed to its antiquity. Recently, though, there is
a new and strange thing in the land: some readers are claiming that the
Book of Mormon is a complex text, deserving of respectful and sophisticated readings. This new thing among us represents the emergence
of competent literary critics who claim that the Book of Mormon has
been read too simplistically.7 I add my voice to that consensus. After
attending a conference concerned with the complexity of the Book of
Mormon, a non–Latter-day Saint historian of religion commented: “I
was of course familiar with the Book of Mormon to some extent, and
had read a good deal of it. However, I confess that it had not occurred
5. Paul Borgman, Genesis: The Story We Haven’t Heard (Downer’s Grove, IL:
InterVarsity, 2001), 18.
6. Borgman, Genesis, 13.
7. See, for instance, Terryl L. Givens, By the Hand of Mormon: The American
Scripture That Launched a New World Religion (New York: Oxford University Press,
2002); Richard Dilworth Rust, Feasting on the Word: The Literary Testimony of the Book
of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1997); and Robert A. Rees, “Joseph
Smith, the Book of Mormon, and the American Renaissance,” Dialogue 35/3 (Fall 2002):
83–112.
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to me that the text would bear the kind of close analysis to which our
group of philosophers, political scientists, literary and historical specialists subjected it. My teaching and writing in the future will benefit
from the enriched appreciation the seminar gave me for this complex
and inspiring work.”8 Another prominent non–Latter-day Saint historian, Robert Remini, acknowledges the sophistication of the Book of
Mormon text while marveling at the speed at which it was produced:
“What is truly remarkable—really miraculous—is the fact that this
massive translation was completed in sixty working days by an unedu
cated but highly imaginative zealot steeped in the religious fervor of
his age. As a writer, I find that feat absolutely incredible. Sixty days!
Two months to produce a work running over six hundred pages and
of such complexity and density. Unbelievable.”9 It is counterproductive
for critics to read the book simplistically when perceptive unbelievers can acknowledge the book’s intricacy. Fawn Brodie, Wayne Ham,
Harold Bloom, Brent Metcalfe, Dan Vogel, and others have advanced
the notion that the Book of Mormon is simple. Dan Vogel, for example, claims that the more one reads the Book of Mormon, the more
simple it seems. He has explicitly committed himself to the idea that
the Book of Mormon is simplistic.10 Additionally, Vogel cannot countenance a sophisticated Book of Mormon because “Smith’s method of
dictation did not allow for rewriting. It was a more-or-less stream-ofconsciousness composition” (p. xix).11
8. Noel B. Reynolds, “The Coming Forth of the Book of Mormon in the Twentieth
Century,” BYU Studies 38/2 (1999): 39.
9. Robert V. Remini, “Biographical Reflections on the American Joseph Smith,”
BYU Studies 44/4 (2005): 27, emphasis added.
10. Doug Fabrizio, interview with Brent Lee Metcalfe, Dan Vogel, Thomas Murphy,
and Trent Stephens, Radio West on KUER, 26 August 2002. The comment comes twentyseven minutes into the sound file. Vogel (although it is hard to tell if the voice is Vogel’s
or Metcalfe’s, the two commentators agree) notes that those writers published in the
FARMS Review have asserted the complexity of the scripture. He flatly denies this, claiming instead that the more one reads the Book of Mormon, the simpler it is.
11. Parenthetical page references herein are to Dan Vogel, Joseph Smith: The Making
of a Prophet. Additional aspects of Vogel’s book are examined in my review “Dan Vogel’s
Family Romance and the Book of Mormon as Smith Family Allegory,” FARMS Review
17/2 (2005): 321–400.

142 • The FARMS Review 21/1 (2009)

Vogel conceives of complexity as rather one-dimensional. He reads
the Book of Mormon as an autobiographical novel written by Joseph
Smith, whose spontaneous and unrehearsed stream-of-consciousness
method of composition did not permit him to cross-reference the story
to other parts of the text (pp. 120–21, 291). Smith usually did not even
know which direction the story was going next (p. 384). Vogel asserts
that Book of Mormon plots are simple, with the text only occasionally
lapsing into lyricism (p. 119). So, almost without reservation, he finds
no sophistication in the length and breadth of the Book of Mormon
narrative. He is one of the Book of Mormon critics who “have grossly
underestimated the quality of the literature in support of the Book of
Mormon and . . . [thus] will have to rise to new levels of scholarly competence before they will be able to deal effectively with the current generation of LDS scholars and the large body of credible scientific work
now supporting the plausibility of the Book of Mormon as history.”12 I
have dubbed Vogel’s approach “Book of Mormon superficialism.” For
Vogel and others, the Book of Mormon is easier to explain if it is simple rather than complex. In other words, by assuming a simplistic text,
these critics are apologists for an impoverished reading.
The sophistication of the Book of Mormon is achieved in a number of ways, but the most obvious is through its allusion both to earlier parts of its own text and to the Hebrew Bible. In Hebraic literature, allusion is a variety of repetition that needs to be accounted for.
Vogel completely disregards this intertextual intricacy because he has
no ideological interest in seeing it or pointing it out to his readers. I
could select dozens of Book of Mormon narratives to demonstrate this
textual complication, but I limit myself to one: the conflict between
Laban and Nephi.
Vogel believes that a central key to understanding the Book of
Mormon is Freudian psychoanalysis of family relationships and recent
developments from Freudian theory. This approach already omits any
gesture toward an immanent critique. It dismisses the explanations
that the book itself gives and that Joseph Smith gave, going straight to
a hermeneutics of suspicion. For Vogel, Joseph was attempting to keep
12. Reynolds, “Coming Forth of the Book of Mormon,” 39.
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his family together, and he wrote the book to that end. For example,
when Lehi receives a revelation instructing him to send his sons to
Jerusalem in order to acquire the plates of brass, this is, Vogel affirms,
Joseph’s validation of his own father’s visions. And Laman and Lemuel
reject their visionary father just as (Vogel guesses, without evidence)
Joseph’s older brothers, Alvin and Hyrum, rejected their father’s
religious dreams. “To save his family, and to possibly reunite them,”
Vogel asserts, “Joseph Jr. knew he had to work through his father’s
dreams. . . . To defend his father, Joseph, like Nephi, endorsed him
as the inspired patriarch of the family” (p. 132). According to Vogel’s
Freudian theory, Joseph Jr. has some rivalry going with his own father,
but at the same time he also defends the patriarch. By taking up his
father’s cause, Nephi—like Joseph Smith Jr.—starts his trajectory to
becoming a prophet himself. “Nephi’s attempt to become the family’s
spiritual leader evoked jealousy and a serious rivalry from his older
brothers who beat him with a rod” (p. 132). Vogel fabricates conflict
between Joseph and his older brothers (Alvin and Hyrum) simply
because it is required by his Freudian analysis. “As an idealized character, Nephi may reveal something of Joseph Jr.’s own perceptions and
attitudes about his family and about this own mission. It is instructive to consider the plot and nuances of the Book of Mormon story
for this reason and to notice the familiar ring to them” (p. 132). Vogel
then summarizes the story of Lehi’s sons and their confrontation with
Laban in Jerusalem in this light as a family allegory.
If one treats the Book of Mormon storyline at such a high level
of abstraction and saturates it with conjecture, one can find parallels
between it and almost anyone’s biography. The question is, Can textual analysis of the book proceed by paying attention to the book in its
specificity and complexity? In Vogel’s reading, Nephi is a stand-in for
Joseph Smith himself; just as Joseph had to lie about prophetic visitations to advance his family’s unity, Nephi must lie to acquire the plates
of brass from Laban. “Nephi’s struggle fits well with the overall autobiographical tone of Joseph’s quest, involving certain moral sacrifices
in order to get the gold plates. Nephi, as alter-ego, tells us something
of Joseph’s attitudes about his own mission and his decision to cross
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moral lines to accomplish God’s errand” (p. 134). For Vogel, not only
does Nephi lie to Zoram about his identity because Joseph Smith must
lie about having gold plates, but the story of Nephi and Laban reflects
the Smith family dynamics:
On a deeper level, the story of Laban perhaps reflected an aspect
of Joseph’s relationship with his father. Whereas Lehi represented the idealized Joseph Sr., the drunken Laban personified
the side of Joseph Sr. that the son most hated—the backsliding
Universalist and sword-bearing treasure seeker that Joseph Jr.
wanted extinguished. With God’s permission, the son symbolically slays the evil father with his own weapon, that is, through
belief in magic, hidden treasures, and inspired dreams, thus
allowing the good father to emerge. Nephi’s beheading of
Laban might also symbolize an attack on Joseph Sr.’s tendency
to intellectualize and allegorize the scriptures, a trait undoubtedly inherited from his own father, Asael. (p. 135)
Textual readings using such Freudian concepts are highly susceptible to arbitrary interpretation. Vogel’s explanation of the Laban/
Nephi story not only requires the reader to accept this Freudian idea
of conflict between brothers (a quarrel that Vogel speculates into existence using psychohistorical guesswork), but it also reads Joseph Smith
Jr.’s mind to discern relationships with his father for which there is no
historical evidence. This reading imposes external Freudian analysis
and family systems theory encrustations on the text, and only at a high
level of generality. But other, less arbitrary and speculative approaches
can read the story in its complexity rather than in its poverty. I will
provide one example. The key allusive clue to the Laban/Nephi conflict story’s meaning is Laban’s name, a detail Vogel does not address.
Laban as Nexus of Interpretation in the Book of Mormon
Our debt to tradition through reading and conversation is so
massive, our protest or private addition so rare and insignificant,—and this commonly on the ground of other reading or
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hearing,—that, in a large sense, one would say there is no pure
originality. All minds quote. Old and new make the warp and
woof of every moment. There is no thread that is not a twist of
these two strands. By necessity, by proclivity and by delight,
we all quote. . . .
Religious literature, the psalms and liturgies of churches,
are of course of this slow growth,—a fagot of selections gathered through ages, leaving the worse and saving the better,
until it is at last the work of the whole communion of worshippers. The Bible itself is like an old Cremona; it has been
played upon by the devotion of thousands of years until every
word and particle is public and tunable.13
When historical criticism became the dominant mode of biblical analysis in both secular and sectarian universities toward the end
of the nineteenth century, appreciation of the fundamentally literary
nature of biblical narrative was eclipsed by desiccated readings of the
Bible that reduced the narrative to its informational-historical content. The past thirty years, however, have seen a resurgence of literary
interest in the Bible, an approach that is perhaps no less secular than
the historical-critical approach. While the latter seeks to get behind
a given text in order to identify the urtext, literary criticism takes up
biblical literature as a unified whole. The move away from the historical-critical method was pioneered by literary critics who did not
specialize in biblical criticism but who occasionally performed readings of the Bible: Roland Barthes, Robert Alter, Northrop Frye, Frank
Kermode, and René Girard. A generation of skilled biblical critics has
taken up the text as a literary masterpiece, but the impetus came from
outside the guild because of the stifling orthodoxy that source and
redaction criticism represented within the discipline.
In examining ancient Hebrew narrative, I take my bearings from
Robert Alter, who noted that biblical narrative works through subtle
and overt allusion to comment on the actions, words, or thoughts of
13. Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Quotation and Originality,” in The Complete Writings of
Ralph Waldo Emerson (New York: Wm. H. Wise & Co., 1929), 781, 782.
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its characters. A simple notion like allusion challenges the historicalcritical approach to the Bible because it represents a different way to
account for repetitions and similar features in the text. Alter refers to
the “paramount importance of intrabiblical allusion for the ancient
Hebrew writers” of the Bible. Allusion is, for Alter, “an essential aspect
of the distinctive language of literature and hence a vital considera
tion in defining the literary character of the Bible.”14 The same is true
for the Book of Mormon. An essential part of the background for the
Book of Mormon is the Bible. Leo Strauss (1899–1973) argues that
when reading a complex text, one must learn to read it the way the
writer reads others (Strauss states the principle as an aphorism: “One
writes as one reads”).15 Nephi notes that his people find the plates of
brass writings difficult to understand; such writings cannot be understood unless readers “are taught after the manner of the things of
the Jews” (2 Nephi 25:5). In other words, “reading Scripture is not a
naïve or objectivist exercise; instead it is concerned with discerning
Scripture’s own custom.”16 Nephi and the Nephite writers who follow
him repeatedly use Hebraic hermeneutical principles as they compose
their record. They do so because they are writing “after the manner
of the things of the Jews.” We must apply the principles of biblical
composition when reading the Book of Mormon because they are also
the principles of the text’s composition. The rule is to think allusively.
Intertextuality in the Bible
Alter hates the term intertextuality, preferring instead the more
old-fashioned concept of allusion.17 He notes that all literary texts
use allusion: “Allusion is not merely a device, like irony, understatement, ellipsis, or repetition, but an essential modality of the language
14. Robert Alter, The World of Biblical Literature (New York: BasicBooks, 1992), x–xi.
15. Leo Strauss, “On a Forgotten Kind of Writing,” in What Is Political Philosophy?
And Other Studies (1959; repr., Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 230.
16. James Callahan, The Clarity of Scripture: History, Theology and Contemporary
Literary Studies (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2001), 175.
17. But much of the literature uses the fancy new term inspired by French philosophy
and literary theory. I am indifferent to the debate over the term. I use the terms intertextuality and allusion interchangeably.
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of literature.”18 This claim is fairly universal in literary criticism:
“Intertextuality in virtually all discussions is not a characteristic of
some texts as opposed to others but part of the structure of the literary
text as such.”19 Any adequate understanding of the Book of Mormon
as a literary text must account for this feature. From a certain ideologi
cal perspective, parallels between the Book of Mormon and the Bible
can be interpreted as plagiarism or theft, but we have a responsibility
to uncover the ideological claims of such a position; claims that the
Book of Mormon steals from the Bible represent weak readings, just
as traditional source criticism of the Bible functions to denigrate the
scripture. “Indeed, all those fissures in the Torah which diachronic
scholarship figures as evidence for a plurality of sources, our present
reading practice will re-figure as indications of intertextuality. These
intimations of intertextuality are part of what gives the Bible its continuing power to fascinate.”20 Likewise, seeing allusion as a shortcoming in the Book of Mormon results from a lack of imagination on the
reader’s part.
Narrative analogy—a type of allusion—is a device the Bible uses
with great subtlety.21 The Bible points its readers to narratives with
similar wording or story lines, assuming that they will grasp the allusions. “Narrative analogy is a device whereby the narrator can provide
an internal commentary on the action which he is describing, usually by means of cross-reference to an earlier action or speech. Thus
narratives are made to interact in ways which may not be immediately apparent; ironic parallelism abounds wherever this technique is
applied.”22
Of course, narrative analogy works only if the text provides
enough clues to the story being alluded to. A second element needed
18. Robert Alter, The Pleasures of Reading in an Ideological Age (New York:
Touchstone, 1989), 111.
19. Daniel Boyarin, Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1990), 14.
20. Boyarin, Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash, 94.
21. Comparable but slightly different terms used in biblical criticism are typology and
type-scene.
22. Robert P. Gordon, “David’s Rise and Saul’s Demise: Narrative Analogy in
1 Samuel 24–26,” Tyndale Bulletin 31 (1980): 42–43.
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for intertextuality to work is a reader who makes the connection
between the two stories. Allusion is a risky business, for the reader
may not be up to the task. “Unless [the] audience recognises his ornament for what it is, it will fail to adorn. Those whom he addresses
must at least perceive that the quotation is a quotation, or his pride
will suffer a sad fall: and often he finds that he does not receive his
full meed of praise unless the quotation is not only known to be one,
but is actually a known and familiar one.”23 A failure of allusion is
primarily a readerly failure and only secondarily a writerly failure.24 If
readers see connections between the Book of Mormon and the Bible
and yet produce superficial explanations of that intertextuality, the
problem lies with the reader, not with the text. Similarly, if readers like
Vogel fail to see obvious allusions from the Book of Mormon to the
Bible, that too is a failure in the reading, not necessarily in the writing. “While one might not assume that the author is always right, one
should at least entertain the possibility that what at first might seem
an ‘inconsistency’ or a ‘mistake’ is purposeful and designed to take
the reader beyond the surface.”25 It appears that such authorial design
is behind the Book of Mormon account of Nephi’s confrontation with
and defeat of Laban.
If we are going to see in the Nephi/Laban story an allusion, we
must grant that the record is textually sophisticated and view the connection as intentional rather than incidental. Allusion presupposes
intention, and “an inadvertent allusion is a kind of solecism.”26 I assert
that the connections between the Laban story in the Book of Mormon
and the Laban/Nabal stories in the Bible are intentional and that the
ideal reader of the book will recognize the allusions.
23. E. E. Kellett, Literary Quotation and Allusion (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat,
1933), 8–9.
24. “When allusion is unnoticed or misunderstood, the blame should often fall on
readers rather than on the writers and their occasional use of covert allusion.” Allan H.
Pasco, Allusion: A Literary Graft (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994), 10.
25. Pasco, Allusion, 105.
26. John Hollander, The Figure of Echo: A Mode of Allusion in Milton and After
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1981), 64. An “echo” is a different matter for
Hollander because it does not depend on intention.
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Speaking of the predominance of typology in the Bible, Tibor
Fabiny states that exegesis ought to proceed by applying the interpretive principles emerging from the text:
Instead of imposing our own historical preconceptions on
the Bible we have to subordinate ourselves to the discourse
of the Bible. As Paul Ricoeur says in his new, “intratextual,”
theory of the text: “interpretation is not an act on the text, but
an act of the text.” It is remarkable that the postmodern idea
of “intertextuality” bears a conspicuous resemblance to the
Reformation principle of scriptura sacra sui ipsius interpres
(the Holy Scripture interprets itself).27
The same principle applies to the Book of Mormon: any interpretation
should make some effort to use interpretive principles that arise from
the text itself rather than uncritically imposing alien concepts of how
texts ought to work.
Nephi and Laban
Laban appears in the Book of Mormon shortly after Lehi charges
his sons with returning to Jerusalem to obtain the plates of brass from
their possessor, Laban. The plates include the genealogy of Lehi’s family and something equivalent to the Hebrew Bible up to the time of
Jeremiah. Laban is an archetypal villain character: a mean-spirited
thief, a drunk, a greedy bully, a murderer, a churlish fool. Laman, the
eldest of Lehi’s sons, must first demonstrate the failure of his own
leadership before Nephi steps in to complete the mission and validate
his own claim to family leadership. Laman fails to persuade Laban
to give up the plates, and with accusations and death threats Laban
sends Laman away, whereupon the two oldest brothers propose giving
up the effort to obtain the record. Persistent in his assignment, Nephi
insists on completing the mission. His first plan—to go back to Lehi’s
family estate and to trade the goods the family left behind for the
27. Tibor Fabiny, The Lion and the Lamb: Figuralism and Fulfilment in the Bible, Art,
and Literature (London: Macmillan, 1992), 8.
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plates—also fails. Laman and Lemuel then rebuke Nephi and insist
that Laban is too mighty a man28 for this task to succeed (1 Nephi
3:31). Nephi returns to Jerusalem by himself, where he finds Laban
drunk and unconscious in the street. Nephi is commanded by God to
cut off Laban’s head with Laban’s own sword. Completing the deed,
Nephi then dons Laban’s clothes as a disguise, obtains the plates, and
returns to his family in the wilderness.
Personal Names as Allusive Signposts
Tamar and Tamar
When the Bible has two characters with the same name, the similarity frequently functions as an allusive signpost. This linkage is seen
in the two Tamar narratives. The first Tamar narrative (Genesis 38)
interrupts the Joseph story at the point where Joseph is sold into slavery and his father pronounces him dead. The odd story about Judah
and Tamar intrudes before the narrative returns to Joseph’s sojourn
in Egypt. Robert Alter has detailed some of the leitmotifs and leading words that tie the Judah/Tamar story to the Joseph narrative.29
Judah has three sons, the first of whom he marries to Tamar. When Er
dies, Judah gives Tamar to his second son, Onan, to raise up descendants for Er. But Onan, apparently understanding that producing a
son in his brother’s name will send his father’s inheritance through
his brother’s line rather than his own, refuses to impregnate Tamar;
he too is killed by God. Thinking Tamar to be bad luck, Judah refuses
to give his third son to her and thus fulfill what in later biblical development would become the “Levirate obligation.” The third son soon
dies, leaving Judah himself without an heir. After Judah’s wife also
e

28. The Hebrew words gibborim and g burah refer exclusively to royal power or might
in 1 and 2 Kings. See Robert Polzin, Samuel and the Deuteronomist: A Literary Study of
the Deuteronomic History, Part Two: 1 Samuel (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1989), 35.
If it can be assumed that either Hebrew word underlies the description of the Book of
Mormon Laban as a “mighty man,” even one who can “command fifty, yea, even he can
slay fifty” (1 Nephi 3:31), then he is being depicted as something of a kingly figure.
29. Robert Alter analyzes the Judah/Tamar story in Art of Biblical Narrative
(pp. 5–12) and notes the analogies to the Joseph story (p. 73). He also compares the two
stories in World of Biblical Literature, 114–17.
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dies, Judah takes care of his pastoral obligations. Informed of his route
and intention, Tamar disguises herself as a prostitute and Judah avails
himself of her services. He leaves with her his signet, bracelet, and
staff as pledges for his financial obligation. Judah later sends as payment a young goat, but his deputy cannot find Tamar. When Judah
later hears that his daughter-in-law is pregnant, he commands that
she be killed for her infidelity. She responds by producing the pledges
to prove that Judah himself is the father, and Judah acknowledges that
she is more righteous than he and that he should have given her to his
third son. Tamar later gives birth to twins who are the only sons that
survive Judah.
A second Tamar emerges in the David cycle. David’s son and heir
apparent, Amnon, desires his half sister Tamar. He plays sick to entice
her, with at least David’s unwitting participation. She goes to Amnon’s
residence to feed and nurture him. He first attempts to seduce her, and
failing, he rapes her. Finished with her, his desire turns to repugnance
and he throws her out while she, wanting to make the best of a bad
situation, proposes that they now must marry.
The stories of the two Tamars depend not just on the identical
names to make them allusive. A host of other indications point to the
hermeneutical relationship between the two stories. One connection is
the coat given by Jacob to Joseph. The only other place in the Bible that
refers to a similar coat is the second Tamar story. After being expelled
by Amnon, Tamar dons a “garment with divers colours” in mourning and “remain[s] desolate in her brother Absalom’s house,” never to
know the coveted blessings of husband and children (2 Samuel 13:18,
20). Also, Amnon says, “Come lie with me, my sister” (v. 11), essentially repeating the words of Potiphar’s wife when she attempted to
seduce Joseph: “Lie with me” (Genesis 39:12). Like David, Jacob too
has sons feuding with each other. The sons of Jacob gang up on Joseph,
whereas Absalom eventually kills his half brother Amnon in revenge
for the rape of Tamar. When the crimes of his sons become known,
David is too weak of a father to straighten out his house by punishing his sons, and eventually Absalom attempts a coup d’état against
his own father. Just as Jacob tears his clothing in grief when he sees
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Joseph’s bloodstained coat, Tamar tears her clothing in mourning
after the rape. The Hebrew keyword translated into English as recognition (Joseph recognizing his brothers and their eventual recognition
of him, Judah recognizing his own signet but not recognizing Tamar)
connects the Judah/Tamar story to the surrounding Joseph story.
The narrative connection between the two stories would easily be
overlooked if not for the identical names of the two women.
Laban and Laban
Another example of narrative analogy is seen in the accounts
of the biblical Laban and the Book of Mormon Laban. The biblical
story of Jacob and Laban concerns fraternal conflict. Jacob, urged by
his mother, disguises himself as his brother and fools Isaac into giving him the birthright and blessing intended for Esau. Similarly, in
the Book of Mormon, Nephi dons Laban’s clothes in order to trick
Zoram into entrusting the brass plates to his care. This theme of a
younger brother overcoming the advantages of an elder brother’s right
of primogeniture and succeeding when the older brother fails is seen
in numerous biblical stories.30 Fleeing from his brother, Jacob goes to
Haran. He meets Rachel at the well (just as his grandfather’s envoy
finds a wife for Isaac at a well in Haran) and is taken in by Laban,
his uncle. Laban was seen by the ancient rabbis as a Pharaoh-figure
who attempted to exterminate and enslave Jacob just as the Egyptian
Pharaoh attempted to do to the Israelites.31 The rabbinic principle is,
as stated earlier, “What happens to the fathers, happens to the sons.”
In the Jacob/Laban story, the theme of the younger brother’s ascendancy turns slightly to one of conflict between daughters. Leah is the
older sister and Rachel the younger; just as Isaac favored his elder son,
Laban insists that his younger daughter cannot be married before the
30. Stories of younger sons succeeding over older ones include Cain and Abel, Joseph
and his brothers, Moses and Aaron, and David and his brothers. Important studies on this
theme include Frederick E. Grenspahn, When Brothers Dwell Together: The Preeminence
of Younger Siblings in the Hebrew Bible (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994); and
Roger Syrén, The Forsaken First-Born: A Study of a Recurrent Motif in the Patriarchal
Narratives (Sheffield, England: JSOT, 1993).
31. See Devora Steinmetz, From Father to Son: Kinship, Conflict, and Continuity in
Genesis (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1991), 181 n. 44.
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older daughter. The two sisters attempt to outdo each other in marriage and childbearing. Jacob serves Laban (the Hebrew word ebed
in the Bible can mean “service” and “enslavement”) seven years for
Rachel (Genesis 29:20) but is tricked by Laban into marrying Leah
first. Jacob serves another seven years for Rachel (v. 27). The text portrays Laban as an enslaving taskmaster; the allusion is to Exodus 21:2,
where the maximum service of a Hebrew slave to a Hebrew master
is six years, the slave being manumitted in the seventh year; Nephi
also draws upon Exodus and slavery typology when he notes in the
account of his mission to obtain the brass plates that, just as the Lord
delivered the Israelites from Egyptian slavery, so too the Lord would
deliver Lehi’s sons from Laban (1 Nephi 4:3). After having been tricked
into serving Laban for two wives, and having had his wages changed
ten times (Genesis 31:7), Jacob turns the tables on his father-in-law
by eventually acquiring through stratagem all the spotted cattle and
sheep. He surreptitiously sets off with his herds, wives, and children.
Laban pursues, and when he catches up with the group, he accuses
Jacob of theft. Rachel is the immediate object of the charge, for she has
stolen Jacob’s teraphim, the household idols that apparently have some
value indicating priority in inheritance.
The biblical Laban first appears in the biblical narrative in the
earlier story of Rebekah’s betrothal at the well (Genesis 24). In this
story Laban sees the jewels and riches that Abraham’s servant gave
to Rebekah (Laban’s sister) and gladly welcomes the traveler into his
house because of the potential financial gain to the family. Similarly
portrayed as greedy and dangerous, the Book of Mormon Laban covets Lehi’s precious goods and drives off Nephi and his brothers so he
can keep the goods without parting with the plates (1 Nephi 3:24–25).
Theft emerges in all of these stories: Jacob accuses Laban of theft in
stealing years of his life and the herds that were rightfully Jacob’s
because the Lord multiplied Laban’s herds during the time Jacob managed them. Laban accuses Jacob of theft. Rachel steals the household
idols. Similarly, the Book of Mormon Laban accuses Laman and his
brothers of being thieves, and Nephi portrays Laban as a robber. In all
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the stories, the parties who flee into the wilderness despoil their hosts
before they depart.
If what happens to the fathers also happens to the sons, the biblical Laban is a precursor to the Book of Mormon Laban, and both are
figured to be stand-ins for Pharaoh. That allusive connection seems
very sophisticated.
Laban and Nabal
Biblical critics often point to the similarities between the patriarchal stories in Genesis and the stories about David’s life. The conclusion is usually a historical-critical one: Genesis was likely written in
the period of David or shortly thereafter as a political justification of
Davidic rule.32 Turning to the Book of Mormon, we note that the allusions to the biblical Laban story appear to continue. Not only does
the Book of Mormon Laban exhibit character deficits on par with his
biblical counterpart, but the name Laban itself suggests an interesting
tie to the biblical Nabal, another person of low character and whose
name is a palindrome or anagram of Laban. These deepening interconnections seen in personal names and character attributes, as well
as in narrative content, are suggestive of a textual sophistication in the
Bible that is mirrored in the Book of Mormon.
We recall that David has been on the run from Saul, who wants
to kill him. In the wilderness, David has protected the flocks of the
prosperous Nabal. When David asks for remuneration for this service, Nabal rejects the claim, implying that David is an escaped
slave. Enraged, David straps on his sword and leads his men to kill
Nabal. Abigail, Nabal’s wife, recognizes the danger of the situation
and departs with food and wine to appease David, and she succeeds.
When she tells her drunken husband the next day, he dies from the
shock, saving David from having blood on his hands. David later marries Abigail.
32. The technical term often used when the lives of the patriarchs serve to bolster the
Davidic line of kings is political allegory.
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Moshe Garsiel demonstrates allusive connections between the
biblical personalities Nabal and Laban based on the spellings of their
names and similarities of narrative function:
A further analogy is created in the comparison of Saul’s and
Nabal’s conduct towards David with the Genesis story of
Laban and Jacob. The author of Samuel seems to take advantage here of a further potential implication of Nabal’s name,
which, reversed, reads “Laban” (compare: nbl: lbn). The Sages
noted the analogy between the two: “Rabbi Simon said, ‘Nabal
is Laban—just as Laban was a swindler, so was Nabal a swindler’” (Yalqut Sim’oni on I Sam. 25, #134). We shall look at the
system of relationships and linkages which help to establish
the schematic equation of Saul + Nabal = Laban.33
Laban’s deceit in cheating Jacob out of a second seven years’ labor by
switching his two daughters on the wedding night is representative of
his swindling. The comparison is to Saul’s promising his eldest daughter Merab to the champion who beat Goliath but then reneging and
giving Michal to David instead (1 Samuel 17:25; 18:17–21).
The elements of two daughters, of whom the younger is preferred, a bride price, the father in law’s failure to honor his
commitments and the son in law’s double service—all these
are similar in principle in the two stories. In both a split subsequently develops between father in law and son in law, until
the latter is compelled to flee, the daughter aiding him against
her father. Teraphim are mentioned in connection with this
flight in each case, albeit in different ways (Genesis 31:34–35;
1 Samuel 19:13–17). The stories also share the motifs of pursuit; of an exchange of words between pursuer and pursued;
33. Moshe Garsiel, The First Book of Samuel: A Literary Study of Comparative
Structures, Analogies, and Parallels (Ramant-Gan, Isarel: Revivum, 1985), 130–31. The
affinities between Nabal and Laban are also noted in David Damrosch, The Narrative
Covenant: Transformations of Genre in the Growth of Biblical Literature (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1987), 212.
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reconciliation and the making of a covenant; and the acceptance of the Lord as “judge.”34
In addition, both the Jacob story and the David story include the rape
of a daughter—Dinah and Tamar (Genesis 34:1–2; 2 Samuel 13:1).
The greedy fool archetype. The character Nabal, from 1 Samuel 25,
has always seemed more symbol than substance. What parent would,
after all, name a child “fool”?35 Mark Biddle calls him a “composite”
character because he is a stand-in for so many others (Laban, Saul,
Esau).36 For historical-critical readers, the Nabal story represented
a resting place between the doublets of Saul’s pursuit of David and
David’s refusal to kill Saul but to instead take part of his robe and, on
a second occasion, his spear and water bottle, then calling out to Saul
to recognize the justice of David’s actions (1 Samuel 24; 26). Garsiel
notes that “it is possible that this name [Nabal] is original, but it may
be given to him here for its typical qualities. In either case, the author
exploits its ironic potentialities to the full.”37
Nabal comes forcefully into the mix not just because he is a standin for Saul, but also because there are strong similarities between
David’s confrontation with Nabal and Jacob’s with Laban. “David
helps him by guarding his sheep, so that his property shall not be
injured. This recalls Jacob’s work as a shepherd for Laban. Both see
themselves as faithful servants who are cheated by the property owner
to whom they have rendered service.”38 Sheepshearing figures in both
accounts: Jacob is helped by Laban’s two daughters, and David by
Nabal’s wife.39 Further, Laban is “another rich shepherd and exactly as
34. Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 131.
35. The root nebalah means “fool” but has strong connotations of a particular type of
fool, namel, a sexual fool or a churlish one: “The noun nebalah is, of course, related to the
verb nabal, usually rendered ‘to be foolish, senseless,’ the opposite of hakam ‘to be wise.’”
Anthony Phillips, “Nebalah—A Term for Seriously Disorderly and Unruly Conduct,”
Vetus Testamentum 25 (1975): 237.
36. Mark E. Biddle, “Ancestral Motifs in 1 Samuel 25: Intertextuality and
Characterization,” Journal of Biblical Literature 121/4 (2002): 623.
37. Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 127.
38. Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 131.
39. Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 131.
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much of a miser as Nabal,” for we know “that Scripture uses distorted
personal names in order to mock their bearers.”40
The Nabal of 1 Samuel 25 is the archetypal fool, but not the happygo-lucky fool we often associate the word with. “The Hebrew nabal,
often translated as ‘fool,’ designates not a harmless simpleton but
rather a vicious, materialistic, and egocentric misfit,”41 a pretty good
description of the Laban that Nephi meets in Jerusalem. The biblical Nabal is similarly greedy. Noting that Nabal’s property is introduced before Nabal himself is, one scholar observes: “Thematically,
this touch is quite revealing, for 1 Samuel 25 is the story of how this
fool and his property came to be parted. It is precisely Nabal’s attitude
toward his holdings which destroys the potential for the shalom that
David seeks. It is Nabal’s refusal to give that causes his loss, even his
death.”42
Similarities in two Saul stories. David’s encounter with Nabal is
also about leadership, namely David’s rivalry with the house of Saul
over who will succeed Saul as king. The Nabal story is sandwiched
between two similar stories of conflict between David and Saul. Robert
Culley’s comparison of the Saul stories from 1 Samuel 23:14–24:23 and
26:1–25 in parallel columns demonstrates the similarity of wording.
In both accounts (1) David is hiding from Saul, (2) who enlists the
help of three thousand soldiers to hunt David down. In one story Saul
relieves himself in the cave where David and his men are hiding, and
in the other David sneaks into Saul’s camp while the king is asleep.
In both stories (3) David’s men urge him to kill Saul, saying the Lord
has delivered the king into David’s hands (24:4; 26:8), just as Nephi
is told, “The Lord hath delivered [Laban] into thy hands” (1 Nephi
4:11). In both Bible stories (4) David rejects the idea of smiting the
40. Yehuda T. Radday, “Humour in Names,” in On Humour and the Comic in the
Hebrew Bible, ed. Yehuda T. Radday and Athalya Brenner (Sheffield, England: Almond,
1990), 62–63.
41. Jon D. Levenson, “1 Samuel 25 as Literature and History,” in Literary
Interpretations of Biblical Narratives, ed. Kenneth R. R. Gros Louis (Nashville: Abingdon,
1982), 2:221.
42. Levenson, “1 Samuel 25 as Literature and History,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 40
(1978): 15.
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“Lord’s anointed.” At a safe distance (5) David calls out to Saul or his
guards, holding up proof (part of Saul’s garment and, later, the spear
and water bottle) that he could have harmed Saul and asking why Saul
has pursued a flea such as him. (6) Saul twice says, “Is that your voice,
David, my son?” and then admits he is wrong to attempt to kill him,
blesses David, and departs.43 For Culley, the two Saul stories have a
slightly different order, and the main incident is also different, but in
each the framework is the same. The stories are also closely connected
because much of the wording is the same. “One thinks immediately of
borrowing or copying. But how does one account for the fact that the
central incidents are not at all alike?”44
The Nabal-Saul link. The Nabal story is closely tied to the stories
of Saul’s pursuit of David that surround 1 Samuel 25. Not only do the
doublets of David’s refusal to kill Saul show this relationship, but the
David-Saul and David-Nabal stories are about
the problem of military self-help. Both make use of the
Leitwörter “good” (tôv) and “evil” (raa). Both show David
stopping just short of acting on his own behalf, an option
that would have harmed his welfare and name, and awaiting vindication from without, by the hand of YHWH. Yet in
another respect the two bodies of material seem diametrically
opposed: the doublets show David teaching the restraint of the
saintly: the Nabal/Abigail episode shows David being taught
such restraint by the intervention of a sagacious woman. I
Samuel 24–26 thus form a kind of traditionary garland, most
analogous perhaps to that of Gen. 15–17.45
Many Bible commentators have observed that Nabal symbolically
represents Saul. “Nabal is a debased and parodic version of Saul,” notes
David Damrosch, “a rich miser who refuses to aid David with supplies, instead using his food and drink to feast ‘like a king’ [1 Samuel
43. Robert C. Culley, Studies in the Structure of Hebrew Narrative (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1976), 49–51.
44. Culley, Structure of Hebrew Narrative, 54–55.
45. Joel Rosenberg, King and Kin: Political Allegory in the Hebrew Bible (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1986), 152.
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25:36].”46 Further, Saul and Nabal are collapsed into each other as
opponents of the upcoming king. According to Garsiel, “David’s enemies, Saul and Nabal, function as ungrateful villains, and the implied
author therefore links them by analogy to Laban.”47 Diana Edelman
sees many points of contact between the Nabal and Saul stories. For
example, David’s request of Nabal that the latter give “what his hand
finds” (1 Samuel 25:8) echoes Samuel’s command to Saul at the time
of his anointing that he “do what [his] hand finds to do” (10:7),48 with
all its militant overtones. It also echoes David’s request at the sanctuary at Nob, where David asks for food but is really after Goliath’s
sword. David, in other words, may be threatening Nabal with a military response if his request is refused.49 “Nabal’s ingratitude places
him on a footing with Saul. It would seem that the author deliberately
establishes an analogy between the two.”50 Nabal is also linked to Saul
because Nabal feasts at a banquet like the king’s.
According to Robert Gordon, “narrative analogy . . . provides an
important clue to the relationship between 1 Samuel 25, which tells
the story of Nabal, and the contiguous chapters, which treat of David’s
sparing of Saul. The point can be expressed in the simple equation:
Nabal = Saul. Saul does not vanish from view in 1 Samuel 25; he is
Nabal’s alter ego.”51 Further links in these three stories are David’s
resistance to his powerful personal interest in killing Saul and Nabal,52
46. Damrosch, Narrative Covenant, 212.
47. Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 131.
48. The two quotations from 1 Samuel are apparently Edelman’s own translation.
49. Diana Vikander Edelman, King Saul in the Historiography of Judah (Sheffield,
England: JSOT, 1991), 208.
50. Garsiel, First Book of Samuel, 129.
51. Gordon, “David’s Rise,” 43. Levenson also uses the term narrative analogy to
describe 1 Samuel 25. This term refers to Robert Alter’s idea that the Hebrew Bible uses
subtle and overt allusion to convey its meaning. The allusion connects stories or passages
with each other in order to provide indirect judgments about characters. Levenson, “1
Samuel 25 as Literature and History,” 2:236.
52. “It is not hard to see why 1 Samuel 25 is spliced between two variants of the tradition of David’s sparing Saul’s life. In each case, David perceives a powerful advantage
in killing, but is restrained by a theological consideration. In chapters 24 and 26, that
consideration is the foulness of slaying “God’s anointed”; in chapter 25, it is, in Abigail’s
words, that “when God has appointed you ruler over Israel, it should not be a cause for
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locales in the Nabal story that are equally associated with Saul, Nabal’s
social position as a wealthy chieftain resembling that of a king,53 and
word pairs that tie the stories closely together.54
Nabal is also Saul’s alter ego later in the story. David, incensed
at Nabal’s refusal to pay for the protection David afforded Nabal’s
shepherds, threatens to kill everyone who “pisseth against the wall”
(1 Samuel 25:22). “The biblical author is making it clear that the main
‘pisser’ is Nabal himself. The wall he pisses on, at least metaphorically,
is David and his men. Nabal is elsewhere identified as a member of the
Calebite (kalibbi) clan—a pun on the Hebrew calev, or ‘dog.’”55 After
detailing the many parallels between Saul and Nabal, Peter Leithart
goes even further by connecting Nabal’s relieving himself to Saul’s
similar action in the cave where David had the opportunity to kill
him. In both cases David declines to kill his opponent and lets the
matter rest with the Lord.
The Nabal-Goliath link. Not only does Nabal represent Saul, he
also stands in for Goliath. Abigail explicitly compares her churlish
husband to Goliath (1 Samuel 25:26, 29) when she refers to David’s
enemies and those who pursue him. “The lives of David’s enemies
shall be ‘slung out’ by Yahweh: the metaphor is complex but the final
image of the sling brings clearly to mind the fate of David’s first
enemy, Goliath. Lest there should be any doubt about the referent of
the curse here the language dispels it: for it is quintessentially Saul
who has ‘pursued’ (rdp) David and ‘sought his life’ (bqs nps).”56 Nabal
is a mixture of both Goliath and Saul, both enemies of David at different stages in his career. Abigail acts the role of David against Goliath
when she confronts her husband and his heart becomes like a stone to
be slung out.57 The moral in both the Goliath and Nabal stories has to
you to stumble or to lose your courage that you shed blood without cause.” Levenson,
“1 Samuel 25 as Literature and History,” 2:236.
53. Gordon, “David’s Rise,” 43–44.
54. Gordon, “David’s Rise,” 48–49.
55. Peter J. Leithart, “David’s Threat to Nabal: How a Little Vulgarity Got the Point
Across,” Bible Review 18/5 (October 2002): 22.
56. David M. Gunn, The Fate of King Saul: An Interpretation of a Biblical Story
(Sheffield, England: JSOT, 1980), 100.
57. Damrosch, Narrative Covenant, 213.
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do with David’s innocence from bloodguilt; and, more importantly,
in both stories David wins not by his own hand but by depending on
the Lord (v. 33).
Thus Abigail has brought out the moral meaning of the initial
encounter of David and Goliath, which was told in the spare
form of an adventure story. There is no theological commentary (in the first version of the story), and David’s use of the
slingshot could simply testify to his own cleverness in catching Goliath off guard with an unexpected weapon. Now, in
the discourse of the wise Abigail, David is brought to a moral
understanding of his own past and is guided to a more openly
faithful future behavior.58
David immediately applies that understanding in the next chapter
when he spares Saul’s life a second time. When David twice refuses
vengeance on Saul, he teaches a lesson about refusing violence at least
for prudential reasons if not for moral imperatives. “David, who fled
into exile armed with Goliath’s sword, now rejects vengeance altogether. The image of Goliath is transformed from that of invading
monster to that of a trusting but mistrusted son. Though David continues to be forced into the outward role of Goliath, it is Saul, like
Nabal, who is the true Goliath who will find his punishment at God’s
hands.”59
The Laban-Goliath link. When the Book of Mormon narrative
pauses to describe Laban’s sword, the reader should take note because,
as is true for the Bible, the record rarely dwells on physical description.
We are given to understand that Laban’s steel sword, like Goliath’s
iron blade, is a rarity. Just as Goliath’s sword is preserved by the priests
of Nob (1 Samuel 21:1–9), Laban’s sword later becomes a model for
other swords and a symbol of Nephite kingship (2 Nephi 5:14; Jacob
1:10; Words of Mormon 1:13). The sword of Laban is symbolically
connected to the sword of Goliath in six major ways: (1) mighty men
(Goliath and Laban) wield them; (2) both men have their heads cut
58. Damrosch, Narrative Covenant, 213.
59. Damrosch, Narrative Covenant, 215.
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off with their own swords by underdog striplings; (3) in a medium as
laconic as Hebraic narrative, the physical description of objects is rare
and thus notable, as with these two weapons; (4) the swords become
venerated objects, symbols of past deliverances; (5) as symbols the
swords are used to lead people; and (6) the weapons symbolize the
kingship of their possessors.60
Daniel Rolph makes the connection between the Book of Mormon
Laban and the biblical one through Balaam:
Balaam, a renegade prophet who sold out to the Moabites,
is specifically addressed by Phineas as an archetype for that
“Aramaean Laban who tried to destroy our father Jacob,” and,
like the Laban of Nephi’s time, this Laban/Balaam’s head was
struck off by Phineas with a special sword.
Another sword figures prominently in later Israelite history, when David, like Nephi, slew and decapitated his adversary Goliath with the enemy’s own sword (1 Samuel 17:51),
and then deposited the weapon at Jerusalem or in the sanctuary of the priest at Nob in the lands of Benjamin.61
Further links. If the names or the parallels alone provided the
allusive connection between Laban and Nabal, the analogy would be
tenuous and easier to dismiss. But the combination of both in all their
corresponding details makes a strong case that the three characters
(Laban, Nephi’s foe; Laban, Jacob’s foe; Nabal, David’s foe) are meant
by the Nephite historian to be interpreted allusively.
Like Nephi, David is a younger brother. The prophet Samuel even
makes the mistake of selecting the oldest son of Jesse to be anointed as
king, and God has to intervene to send him to the youngest son, David
(1 Samuel 16:11–13). The confrontation between Goliath and David is
also partly about slavery; Goliath proposes that the losing side in the
60. Brett L. Holbrook, “The Sword of Laban as a Symbol of Divine Authority and
Kingship,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 2/1 (Spring 1993): 48–53.
61. Daniel N. Rolph, “Prophets, Kings, and Swords: The Sword of Laban and Its
Possible Pre-Laban Origin,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 2/1 (Spring 1993): 77.
The reference to Phineas is found in Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, 7 vols.
(Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1913–25), 3:409–11.
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battle of champions must be slaves to the winning side (17:9). Nabal
also calls David and his cohort a band of escaped slaves (25:10).
Like the Labans in the two other stories, Nabal is miserly (1 Sam
uel 25:11). Not only does David end up with the food he asked for
from Nabal, he also ends up with Nabal’s wife and presumably all his
property—a fitting despoiling of this petty tyrant. When the connection between Nabal and Goliath is made, we see more connections
to Nephi. For example, although David was diverted from harming
Saul and Nabal, letting the Lord carry out the punishment instead,
David did behead Goliath. Similarly, Nephi asks not to have to behead
Laban, but the Lord insists on it. So, like Goliath, Laban is decapitated
with his own sword. Nabal’s drunkenness is paralleled by Laban’s
drunkenness; and just as Nabal’s drunken feasting places his own life
in danger, Laban’s drunken unconsciousness leads to his death.
Clothes and the Man
An important element connecting the Nephi/Laban story to
the Jacob/Laban and David/Nabal stories is clothing symbolism.
The theme appears in Jacob’s narrative when Jacob dons his older
brother’s clothing in order to trick Isaac into giving him the blessing (Genesis 27:15). Nephi, too, dresses himself in Laban’s clothes in
a ruse to acquire the plates of brass. “In the ancient world, clothing
held symbolic value.”62 Clothes could represent status or class membership, duties or obligations, favor or rejection, exaltation or debasement. Clothes receive frequent mention in the David/Saul story. If
Nabal represents Saul, then clothes illuminate both David’s and Saul’s
roles in the story.
Throughout David’s life, his fortunes are paralleled by the clothing
he gathers. Indeed, “clothing appears at a series of turning points in
the story, and serves to crystallize basic issues of cultural definition.”63
The clothing theme appears early in the story of David’s rise to power.
62. Ora Horn Prouser, “Clothes Maketh the Man: Keys to Meaning in the Stories of
Saul and David,” Bible Review 14/1 (1998): 22.
63. Damrosch, Narrative Covenant, 206–7.
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David has barely been anointed by Samuel when armor and clothing
enter the picture:
A person may be symbolized by the clothing that he or she
wears. It is thus significant that in the David and Goliath story,
Saul offers David his armor. David tries it on, but in a comic
touch, the narrator notes that small David was too weak to
walk in the heavy armor of King Saul (1 Sam. 17:38–9). This
symbolizes David’s refusal to usurp Saul’s royal place. In
contrast, however, in the next chapter, Jonathan, the crownprince, gives his clothing to David. . . . David, then, very early
in this narrative, becomes the true crown-prince.64
The range of David stories with clothing transfers is broad and deep.
David refuses Saul’s armor and therefore steps outside the symbolic
field of Saul’s protection, relying on the Lord instead. But this also
means that Saul cannot claim credit for Goliath’s defeat; the credit
goes to the Lord: “Thou comest to me with a sword, and with a spear,
and with a shield: but I come to thee in the name of the Lord of hosts,
the God of the armies of Israel, whom thou hast defied” (1 Samuel
17:45). David also takes the symbols of royalty from Jonathan. Later,
having acquired Saul’s daughter Michal as his wife, David brings the
ark to Jerusalem and dances naked before it. Michal derides David for
this display (which was not unlike her father’s nakedness before the
prophet Samuel in 1 Samuel 19:24), and David replies, “What Michal
does not see is that David forgoes his royal robe because he is dancing before the true King of Israel: ‘It was before the Lord’” (2 Samuel
6:21).65
In the context of Jonathan’s gift of his arms to David, David’s
rejection of Saul’s armor, and his retention of Goliath’s arms, one
scholar notes that “the passing of arms from the lesser to the greater,
64. Marc Zvi Brettler, The Creation of History in Ancient Israel (New York: Routledge,
1995), 106–7. For additional discussion of how Jonathan’s gift of clothing symbolically
transfers his kingship claim to David, see Ora Horn Prouser, “Suited to the Throne: The
Symbolic Use of Clothing in the David and Saul Narratives,” Journal for the Study of the
Old Testament 71 (1996): 31–32.
65. As quoted in Damrosch, Narrative, 226.
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so carefully described by the narrator, seems to have had political
implications in the ancient Near East.”66 David’s refusal to use Saul’s
armor symbolizes that Saul’s approach to challenging Goliath won’t
be David’s and that David can achieve the objective without Saul’s
assistance. Accepting God’s protection and commission rather than
Saul’s, David depends on deity rather than king while rejecting Saul’s
clothing; the mantle of leadership and protection is not Saul’s to grant
the man who is to be his successor.67
What [David] will ultimately receive from Jonathan is the
kingdom ([1 Samuel] 23:17)! The symbolism of the clothes
nicely encapsulates and foreshadows this transference. In
15:27f. the tearing (qrʿ) of Saul’s robe (meʿîl) is directly associated with the tearing (qrʿ) of the kingdom from him. The
robe thus becomes a symbol of (royal) status so that when
now we find Jonathan stripping off his robe (meʿîl) and giving it to David it is hard to avoid the conclusion that we are
already witnessing, in anticipation as it were, the transference
to David of Jonathan’s status as heir apparent.68
In 1 Samuel 18:4 Jonathan gives David his own robe as a symbol of
kingship that will pass from Saul’s to David’s line. But previously, in
1 Samuel 15:27, Saul’s own robe was torn by Samuel as a symbol of the
kingship passing from Saul.69 In fact, Jonathan gives David a whole
range of kingly symbols: robe, sword, bow, and girdle (18:3–4).
The deep and beautiful symbolism of this seems to have been
overlooked so far. It seems to me that the motif here has royal
overtones. The rending of a robe, probably that of Saul in
[1 Samuel 15:27], signified the rejection of Saul and the transition of his kingdom to David. Seen in the light of the fact that
66. J. A. Thompson, “The Significance of the Verb Love in the David-Jonathan
Narratives in 1 Samuel,” Vetus Testamentum 24 (1974): 335.
67. Prouser, “Suited to the Throne,” 31.
68. Gunn, Fate of King Saul, 80.
69. Tryggve N. D. Mettinger, King and Messiah: The Civil and Sacral Legitimation of
the Israelite Kings (Lund, Sweden: CWK Gleerup, 1976), 34.
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the word meʿîl can denote a royal robe, Jonathan’s robe is part
of his princely apparel. When he hands it over to David he at
the same time gives up and transfers his particular position
as heir apparent. There is thus a legal symbolism in the act.70
It is interesting to note how the references to clothing parallel the
rise of David and the fall of Saul. Indeed, throughout the Saul and
David narratives, David “accumulates clothing while Saul abuses,
destroys or loses clothing.”71 To begin with, David rejects the use of
Saul’s armor in his battle with Goliath, thus symbolically rejecting
Saul’s influence also. Jonathan gives his princely clothing to David,
symbolizing the transfer of royal power from Saul’s house to David’s.
Saul’s nakedness before Samuel and his loss of clothing or arms on two
occasions when pursuing David represent his loss of status and power
to David. When Saul enters the cave to relieve himself, we already
know that his “seed” will be cut off and that David will take his place.
In the cave, David cuts off part of the “skirt” (kanap) of Saul’s robe.
But the kanap (penis) is properly, of course, the kenap-meʿîl,
the skirt of the robe, and the robe, we have seen, is a potent
symbol of status in the story. The robe-tearing in chapter 15—
Samuel’s symbolic demonstration of Saul’s loss of status—is
significantly recapitulated now. The robe of kingship is at last
in David’s hands, torn from Saul first by Yahweh’s prophet
and now, to complete the process, by the one anointed by the
prophet. It is interesting to note, moreover, that in contrast
to David’s earlier refusal to borrow Saul’s clothes (armor) in
chapter 17 he now seizes the piece of robe.72
After Saul’s death, his clothes and arms are taken to David. And later,
without shoes and head protection, David flees from Absalom.73 To
the very end of his life, David’s fate is connected with his clothes.
70.
71.
72.
73.

Mettinger, King and Messiah, 39.
Prouser, “Suited to the Throne,” 34.
Gunn, Fate of King Saul, 95.
Prouser, “Clothes Maketh the Man,” 22–27.
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When David is old and shivering, clothes can do nothing to warm
him (1 Kings 1:1).
Signs of Sophistication
Merely because narratives use literary devices such as allusion
does not mean they must surrender their claims to historical relia
bility. “The relation between ‘textuality’ and ‘history’ has often been
presented as if they were mutually exclusive ways of understanding
the literary text.”74 In emphasizing the fictional impulse in the Bible,
Robert Alter does “not mean to discount the historical impulse that
informs the Hebrew Bible. The God of Israel, as so often has been
observed, is above all a God of history: the working out of His purposes in history is a process that compels the attention of the Hebrew
imagination, which is thus led to the most vital interest in the concrete
and differential character of historical events. The point is that fiction
was the principal means the biblical authors had at their disposal for
realizing history.”75
Narrative analogy is one of biblical textuality’s principal means of
showing relationships that aid interpretation by “invit[ing] the reader
to read one story in terms of another.”76
Biblical narrative certainly abounds in patterns of similarity,
all based on the principle of analogy. Analogy is an essentially
spatial pattern, composed of at least two elements (two characters, events, strands of action, etc.) between which there is
at least one point of similarity and one of dissimilarity: the
similarity affords the basis for the spatial linkage and confrontations of the analogical elements, whereas the dissimilarity
74. Boyarin, Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash, 117.
75. Robert Alter, “Sacred History and Prose Fiction,” in The Creation of Sacred
Literature: Composition and Redaction of the Biblical Text, ed. Richard Elliott Friedman
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1981), 13–14.
76. Adele Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation of Biblical Narrative (Sheffield, England:
Almond, 1983), 136.
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makes for their mutual illumination, qualification, or simply
concretization.77
A related method that the Bible uses to establish important textual
relationships is repetition, which “should not be mistaken for ancient
redundancy, or even as simply an esthetic device. It is a key to perception, to interpretation; it calls attention to the similarity of two things
or utterances, and may also be calling attention to their differences.”78
Before discussing the “three wife-sister variations in Genesis,”
Meir Sternberg notes that traditional biblical criticism has only clumsily handled such repetitions. “Traditional speculations about documents and sources and twice-told tales,” he argues, “have now piled
up so high on the altar of genesis as to obscure the one remarkable fact
in sight, which bears on poetics. Granting the profusion of variants
that went into the making of the Bible, the fact remains that the finished discourse never introduces them as variants but rather strings
them together into continuous action.”79 Typologically figured narratives make a point about history and human nature. This approach is
sophisticated, and it gives to the Bible—and to the Book of Mormon,
which also exhibits a high degree of intertextuality—a level of complexity that many modern readers, especially Book of Mormon critics like Dan Vogel, have been unwilling to seriously engage or even
acknowledge.
With the return of biblical literature to the foreground of literary
criticism, the reemphasis on repetitions, typological associations, and
redundancies is no longer viewed as evidence of textual failings or
deficiencies but rather as signs of sophistication. Certainly the same
can be said of the Book of Mormon.
Eugene England claimed that the Book of Mormon was the “most
typologically structured book—the only one that uses biblical patterns with even greater intensity and consistency and ultimate signifi77. Meir Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the
Drama of Reading (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985), 365.
78. Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation, 136.
79. Sternberg, Poetics of Biblical Narrative, 127.
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cance than the Bible.”80 Thus Latter-day Saint scholars have a certain
obligation to continue to examine the Book of Mormon in light of the
more fruitful lines of inquiry seen in biblical studies. Some of the tools
and methods developed in biblical hermeneutics have proved useful
in Book of Mormon studies, and future developments may similarly
assist in the ongoing effort to more fully assess and appreciate the
literary sophistication and richness of the Book of Mormon. Indeed,
it seems reasonable to suppose that what is true of intertextual connections in the New Testament is also true of the Book of Mormon:
“Here—as in other passages where New Testament writers cite the Old
Testament—the allusive ripples spread out widely from brief explicit
citation to evoke larger narrative patterns.”81 The Book of Mormon
invites us to read allusively, “for after this manner has the prophet
written” (1 Nephi 19:24).
Reader Response and Nonreader Response
The Ineluctability of Ideology
Literary critics have come to realize that readers always apply one
interpretive theory or another as they read. The critical reader will be
aware of the theory choice and how it affects interpretation. Theory
choices close off certain interpretive avenues and open up others. One
powerful influence affecting interpretation is the reader’s ideology.
Even a reader who asserts freedom from an ideology is applying one
uncritically. When a reader’s theory or ideology goes unspoken and
unanalyzed—as when it is a consensus taken for granted by a group
of readers—“theory tends to be effaced, latent, presupposed.”82 Simply
put, “practice is always a form of theory, is always informed by a set
80. Eugene England, “Why Nephi Killed Laban: Reflections on the Truth of the Book
of Mormon,” Dialogue 22/3 (Fall 1989): 34.
81. Richard B. Hays, “Reading Scripture in Light of the Resurrection,” in The Art of
Reading Scripture, ed. Ellen F. Davis and Richard B. Hays (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
2003), 228–29.
82. J. Hillis Miller, Hawthorne and History: Defacing It (Cambridge: Basil Blackwell,
1991), 47.
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of assumptions that function as theory.”83 This understanding of the
reading process accounts for the radical differences in the way Dan
Vogel reads the Laban narrative and the Book of Mormon and the way
I read them.
Since the 1970s literary theory has made us more aware of the
reader’s contribution to the interpretive process. This approach to
evaluating texts is known as reader-response or reception criticism.
“Until recently, reading was thought to be a rather straightforward
procedure,”84 but the idea of an objective reader merely following the
stimulus of a text to a single, simple, correct meaning has been abandoned because “readers were continually producing counterexamples
in the form of irreducibly different and often contradictory readings
of the same text.”85 Factors such as one’s gender, religion, culture,
class, and professional training affect meaning. “While evidence is far
from conclusive, important experiments indicate that comprehension
is mediated by generalized knowledge structures, or schemata, that
exist in the mind of the reader. . . . In the final analysis, what one reads
out of the text depends on what one reads into it.”86 Superficiality in a
reading might well be the product of an inept reader, but it also might
result from a text less rich than others. In any case, ideology is ineluctable: “as reader-response criticism shows, any reader’s ideological
allegiances as a member of a particular community play a crucial role
in determining the way that reader produces meaning from a work
of literature.”87 In a very real sense, one cannot choose to do without
ideology; one can only choose between applying an ideology uncritically or critically.
83. James L. Machor, “Introduction: Readers/Texts/Contexts,” in Readers in History:
Nineteeenth-Century American Literature and the Contexts of Response, ed. James L.
Machor (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), xxiv.
84. Patricinio P. Schweickart and Elizabeth A. Flynn, “Introduction,” in Gender and
Reading: Essays on Readers, Texts, and Contexts, ed. Elizabeth A. Flynn and Patricinio P.
Schweickart (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986), ix.
85. Schweickart and Flynn, “Introduction,” ix.
86. Schweickart and Flynn, “Introduction,” xii.
87. Stephen Railton, “The Address of The Scarlet Letter,” in Readers in History:
Nineteeenth-Century American Literature and the Contexts of Response, ed. James L.
Machor (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), 138.
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As critics, as readers, as discourse users, we always already
historicize because we cannot escape our own historical conditions. The question, then, is not whether we should historicize, since we can never do anything else. The question is
whether we will do so consciously, rigorously, and self-consciously—whether we will approach the historicity of reading in a way that recognizes and seeks to address the manner
in which that history includes our own discourse practices as
historical readers.88
Historians do not just assemble facts that are given by the world
free of interpretation and bias; rather, as they write their narratives,
they filter some material out of the explanation at least partly because
of ideological criteria. The sources we use are textual, and the histories produced are also textual. Not only are archival and other sources
produced within a web of ideology but so are readers and writers.
Addressing what is called in literary studies “the New Historicism,”
Louis Montrose notes that “integral to such a collective project of historical criticism must be a realization and acknowledgement that our
analyses and our understandings necessarily proceed from our own
historically, socially and institutionally shaped vantage points; that
the histories we reconstruct are the textual constructs of critics who
are, ourselves, historical subjects.”89 The reader of historical texts must
come to recognize that strong efforts must be made to understand
the contemporary reader’s own ideology: “It also necessitates efforts
to historicize the present as well as the past, and to historicize the dialectic between them—those reciprocal historical pressures by which
the past has shaped the present and the present reshapes the past.”90
Master Codes and Interpretive Communities
Students of literature are taught to read texts in particular institutional contexts so they can connect what they read to the values and
88. Machor, “Introduction,” xxv–xxvi.
89. Louis A. Montrose, “Professing the Renaissance: The Poetics and Politics of
Culture,” in The New Historicism, ed. H. Aram Veeser (New York: Routledge, 1989), 23.
90. Montrose, “Professing the Renaissance,” 24.
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ideologies that operate in those larger cultural contexts. “Interpretation
. . . is not so much a matter of generating meanings out of a text as it is
a matter of making connections between a particular verbal text and
a larger cultural context, which is the matrix or master code that the
literary text both depends upon and modifies.”91
Because literary texts are made meaningful within a field consisting not just of interpretive strategies but also of intersecting ideologies, epistemic frames, and material conditions, the
historical study of response must guard against the assumption that interpretive strategies, on their own, determine the
dynamics of reading. Nonetheless, because the foremost concern of historical hermeneutics is the specific features of that
dynamic, its primary focus must be on the particular codes
of reading preserved in the larger historical archive of semiological practices and sociopolitical developments.92
Of course, the utility of this interpretive approach depends on the
selection of a suitable “master code.” Some people may believe, for
example, that psychohistory is the appropriate master code to apply
to the Book of Mormon and to Mormon history, but using that master
code causes one to pay a price in superficiality. It makes one ignore
plentiful details in the text whose relevance is either unrecognized by
or irrelevant to that master code.
For Vogel, a psychological master code is the key to textual analysis, and so he brings to his task certain presuppositions about how the
Book of Mormon narrative operates—namely, that it must be autobiographical and the product of Joseph Smith’s mind, history, and fears.
Of course, applying any such a theory carries with it certain consequences and ideologies. “To read a text as literature is not to make
one’s mind a tabula rasa and approach it without preconceptions; one
91. Robert Scholes, Textual Power: Literary Theory and the Teaching of English (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1985), 33.
92. James L. Machor, “Historical Hermeneutics and Antebellum Fiction: Gender,
Response Theory, and Interpretive Contexts,” in Readers in History: Nineteenth-Century
American Literature and the Contexts of Response, ed. James L. Machor (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1993), 63.
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must bring to it an implicit understanding of the operations of literary discourse which tells one what to look for.”93 Thus sound textual
analysis depends on what Jonathan Culler calls “literary competence”;
one must have it in order to make proper sense of a text. Both readers and authors must share the conventions needed to judge a poem a
good poem, a novel a bad novel, or an account a sound history. Vogel’s
competence in making literary judgments is at stake here. He uses
Freudian theory and Joseph Smith’s biography as a procrustean template to impose on all Book of Mormon stories at a highly abstract
level when the narrative is better explored using other conventions.
One wonders about the usefulness and legitimacy of Vogel’s reductionist reading of the Book of Mormon.
What are the consequences of applying a psychoanalytic theory
to the Book of Mormon? Are they acceptable? The author of a psychohistorical reading of the text ought to engage in some self-reflection
about why this approach should be used.
In attempting to make explicit what one does when reading or
interpreting a poem one gains considerably in self-awareness
and awareness of the nature of literature as an institution. As
long as one assumes that what one does is natural it is difficult
to gain any understanding of it and thus to define the differences between oneself and one’s predecessors or successors.
Reading is not an innocent activity. It is charged with artifice,
and to refuse to study one’s modes of reading is to neglect a
principal source of information about literary activity.94
Culler further notes that if readers are self-critical about their assumptions and why they apply them to the text at hand, they are more likely
to see where the text resists their impositions on it and hence how they
go beyond the expectations brought to the task of reading.
A reader’s awareness of ideological commitments and how they
influence readings does not necessarily mitigate that impact, but
93. Jonathan Culler, Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics, and the Study of
Literature (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1975), 113–14.
94. Culler, Structuralist Poetics, 129.
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awareness of the creed is better than being uncritical about it. Ideology
cannot be escaped, but it can be explored. It is better to have the reader
explain the consequences of ideological commitments than to have
opponents who are going to place them in a less favorable light:
In the endless struggle to obtain some understanding of the
ways in which our thinking is simultaneously constrained
and facilitated by the structures of discourse we use, and have
no option but to use, it is obviously important to do everything we can to establish some distance from the associations,
distinctions, limits, metaphorical habits, and other systematic features that condition our discursive practices, whether
in the criticism of literature or across much wider cultural
domains.95
It is naïve to believe that the reader’s tools, disciplinary predilections,
life experiences, theoretical structures, and ideologies do not shape
and at least partially create the interpretation that results. Without
this recognition, the ideological content in readings is likely to be even
more expansive and unrestrained: “Hindsight has frequently revealed
‘historical’ readings to be little more than the enlisting of past texts in
a current theoretical/ideological battle.”96
While it is true that readers are never free of ideology, this does
not mean that all readings are equally ideological. Reader-response
criticism does not imply that the reader is all and the text or the past
is nothing. One must see the text and the reader in a dialectical dance,
with a range of contributions from each partner at different moments
in the dance.
We must also realize that the responsibilities of reading
involve far more than merely fidelity to the “facts” of the text
or of its history of production and reception. By the same
token, the “facts” of historical acts of reading are not simply
95. Derek Attridge, “Puttenham’s Perplexity: Nature, Art, and the Supplement in
Renaissance Poetic Theory,” in Literary Theory/Renaissance Texts, ed. Patricia Parker and
David Quint (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986), 257.
96. Attridge, “Puttenham’s Perplexity,” 257.
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“factitious,” the contrivances of our own free, unfettered wills
or whims. The factual and factitious are entangled in every
act of reading, and the peculiar way in which they are knotted
and woven tells us what we have made of the past and informs
others for what we are responsible. It is not a matter of cutting
the Gordian knot of others’ readings or merely admiring the
ingenuity of the one who tied it, but a matter of following the
curls of the rope as if we were loosening its grip on us.97
In order for the ideological portion of the text not to overwhelm the
dialectic (converting it into a unilectic and transforming dialogue with
a text into monologue), the reader must stay focused on the details of
the text and remain open to its upsetting of our cherished notions of
what the text means. The reader is responding, after all, not just to the
text but to his or her own historical and ideological circumstances.
The reader should not get locked into a circular pattern with his or her
own ideology.
One reader-response theorist notes that all stories are filled with
omissions, gaps that are filled in by readers. For different readers, this
gap-filling process will be completed differently. “For this reason,
one text is potentially capable of several different realizations, and no
reading can ever exhaust the full potential, for each individual reader
will fill in the gaps in his own way, thereby excluding the various other
possibilities.”98 This reading process is never noncircular, for “the text
refers back directly to our own preconceptions—which are revealed
by the act of interpretation that is a basic element of the reading process. With all literary texts, then, we may say that the reading process
is selective, and the potential text is infinitely richer than any of its
individual realizations.”99
97. John Carlos Rowe, “Swept Away: Henry James, Margaret Fuller, and ‘The Last
of the Valerii,’” in Readers in History: Nineteenth-Century American Literature and the
Contexts of Response, ed. James L. Machor (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1993), 50–51.
98. Wolfgang Iser, “The Reading Process: A Phenomenological Approach,” in
Reader-Response Criticism: From Formalism to Post-Structuralism, ed. Jane P. Tompkins
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980), 55.
99. Iser, “Reading Process,” 55.
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Reader-response theory has also generated some radical ideas.
Stanley Fish argues that a given text has no stable parts, that all parts
of the text need filling in. “Evidence brought to bear in the course of
formalist analyses—that is, analyses generated by the assumption that
meaning is embedded in the artifact—will always point in as many
directions as there are interpreters; that is, not only will it prove something, it will prove anything.”100 Fish calls it a positivistic fallacy to
assume that meaning is “embedded or encoded in the text, and that
it can be taken in at a single glance.”101 For Fish, readers are not left
to their own devices for determining meaning, because they belong
to overlapping interpretive communities that share reading strategies
and ideological commitments. So the reading process is not entirely
arbitrary.
Many will find Fish’s explanation unsatisfactory, even if it is not
individual readers who determine a text’s meaning but communities. An interpretive community shares certain strategies for making
meaning from a text. “These strategies exist prior to the act of reading and therefore determine the shape of what is read rather than,
as is usually assumed, the other way around.”102 If you agree with a
community that God does not intervene in history and probably does
not even exist, your reading of the Book of Mormon will be radically
different from that of a reader who belongs to a community of believers. Old-fashioned readers believe that the truth lies in the facts of the
matter or in the text itself, but Fish says that the facts, as extensions
100. Stanley Fish, “Interpreting the Variorum,” in Tompkins, Reader-Response
Criticism, 166. I tend to side with Iser rather than Fish about how plastic texts are—that
is, how amenable they are to meaning production by the reader; but these generalizations are not very helpful. A text needs to be judged in its specificity. I do not believe that
the name Laban, nor the shared elements of clothing and drunkenness in the analogous
biblical stories, is something I impute to the Book of Mormon narrative. Rather, I simply
supply the notion that Laban’s name is not meaningless or incidental. I borrow from
Robert Alter the idea that a name may be intended to trigger an intertextual connection
that any adequate reader has the duty to track down. But here again, I supply the notion
that the Book of Mormon ought to be read intertextually with the Bible because what
happens to the fathers, happens to the sons.
101. Fish, “Interpreting the Variorum,” 172.
102. Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in This Class? The Authority of Interpretive
Communities (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1980), 171.
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of our beliefs, emerge only in the context of some point of view.”103 In
this view, facts are never brute, uninterpreted states of affairs but have
to be actuated by a particular theory of the text, of truth, or of the
world. “One cannot appeal to the text” in cases of disagreement about
meaning between two critics “because the text has become an extension of the interpretive disagreement that divides them; and, in fact,
the text as it is variously characterized is a consequence of the interpretation for which it is supposedly evidence.”104 For Fish, a text like the
Book of Mormon would have no meaning until Vogel, I, or any other
reader enables that text to take a particular shape.
A Case for Complexity
Vogel and I find very different meanings in the Laban narrative
because our assumptions and strategies enable very different possibilities. With both sets of assumptions, possibilities are both lost and
created. “We cannot check our interpretive accounts against the facts
of the text because it is only within our accounts—that is, within an
already assumed set of stipulative definitions and evidentiary criteria—that the text and its facts, or rather a text and its facts, emerge
and become available for inspection.”105 We cannot exercise the option
of reading the Book of Mormon without biases because “without them
there would be nothing either to see or to say.”106 We can, however, say
that some interpretive strategies and biases reveal the text in its richness and complexity while others are superficial and represent unreflective ideological impositions. Vogel’s reading strategies are political
because they have a relationship to several communities of interpretation—Latter-day Saint believers, so-called cultural Mormons, evangelical Christians, and producers of anti-Mormon material, for example—and because they advance some people’s ideological interests and
attack others.107 “Bias is just another word for seeing from a particular
103. Fish, Is There a Text in This Class? 338.
104. Fish, Is There a Text in This Class? 340.
105. Stanley Fish, Doing What Comes Naturally: Change, Rhetoric, and the Practice of
Theory in Literary and Legal Studies (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1989), 143–44.
106. Fish, Doing What Comes Naturally, 176.
107. Fish, Doing What Comes Naturally, 251.
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perspective as opposed to seeing from no perspective at all, and since
seeing from no perspective at all is not a possibility, bias is a condition
of consciousness and therefore of action.”108
Both Vogel’s Book of Mormon readings and mine are political.
Vogel’s superficialist approach permits its critics to dismiss it since
such readings merely serve the interests of those who reject the story
of the restoration articulated by Joseph Smith. Vogel fills the “gaps” in
the Book of Mormon with his own commitment to shallow reading.
In contrast, my readings of deep continuities and canonical relationships between the Book of Mormon and the Bible enable the growth
of true exegesis of the text. The ancient rabbis believed the Torah was
so multifaceted and sophisticated that it required their best efforts
as readers. Diamondlike facets can reflect the light in a number of
complex and productive ways. “The struggle for control of textuality is nothing less than the struggle for control over the definition of
reality.”109 We do well to keep in mind that textual arguments have
political consequences, and they often reflect the reader’s own image
more than they do the text being read. Reading matters, and in the
sense adverted to here, so does nonreading.

108. Fish, Doing What Comes Naturally, 176.
109. Judith Fetterley, “Reading about Reading: ‘A Jury of Her Peers,’ ‘The Murders in
the Rue Morgue,’ and ‘The Yellow Wallpaper,’” in Flynn and Schweickart, Gender and
Reading, 160.

The Death of Laban:
A Literary Interpretation
Steven L. Olsen

F

rom all perspectives, Nephi’s killing of Laban was traumatic. As
viewed by the contemporary Jewish leaders at Jerusalem, the event
was likely remembered as the murder of a defenseless religious leader,
the theft of a sacred scriptural treasure, and the kidnap of a trusted
servant. Even by his own account, Nephi initially resisted the Spirit’s
directive to take Laban’s life, the only recorded instance in which
Nephi questioned, even for a moment, the wisdom of divine inspiration (1 Nephi 4:10). Yet this story is the most detailed portion of
Nephi’s migration narrative (1 Nephi 3–4) and a pivotal event in the
temporal and spiritual salvation of Lehi’s family.
Students of the Book of Mormon have come to terms with this
difficult story in various ways. Hugh Nibley and others have emphasized a historiographical approach, in which details of the narrative
of Laban’s death are shown to correspond with what has become
known of cultural, political, and linguistic features of sixth-century
Jerusalem.1 Most of these features were not known, even by scholars,
at the time of the Book of Mormon’s publication; hence they provide
indirect evidence of the book’s antiquity. A moral or ethical treatment
of the story by Latter-day Saints examines questions of righteousness
1. See, for example, Hugh Nibley, Lehi in the Desert and the World of the Jaredites
(Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1952), 108–18, and An Approach to the Book of Mormon, 2nd
ed. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1976), 87–95; and John W. Welch and Heidi Harkness
Parker, “Better That One Man Should Perish,” Insights 18/6 (1998): 2.
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in modern times, such as the need to obey God’s commands even
when they seem inscrutable or absurd, to have the courage to accomplish seemingly impossible objectives, and to justify violence in
extreme circumstances for a righteous cause.2 Thirdly, John W. Welch
has examined Laban’s death from the perspective of period Hebrew
jurisprudence, demonstrating Nephi’s legal grounds for carrying out
the Spirit’s command “Slay him” (1 Nephi 4:12).3
I wish to examine the death of Laban from yet another perspective: literary criticism. This application seeks to neither challenge nor
supplant existing scholarship, only to provide additional insight into
the Book of Mormon text from a perspective that has considerably
enriched the study of the Hebrew Bible.4 As a general rule, the literary analysis of texts focuses on the author’s selection and ordering of
particular words into meaningful phrases, images, and events. The
approach assumes that the author of a story had access to sufficient
source materials and had mastered essential literary skills in order
to communicate intended messages through the use of expressive
devices and conventions within a larger narrative frame.
2. See, for example, Jeffrey R. Holland, “How Can I Explain Nephi’s Killing Laban
to My Nonmember Friends?” Ensign, September, 1976, 83–84, and “The Will of the
Father in All Things,” Brigham Young University Speeches (Provo, UT: Brigham Young
University, 1988–89), 75–84; Rodney Turner, “Why Did the Lord Command Nephi to
Slay Laban When to Do So Was Contrary to the Commandment ‘Thou Shalt Not Kill’?”
I Have a Question, Ensign, February, 1996, 62–63; and Eugene England, “Why Nephi
Killed Laban: Reflections on the Truth of the Book of Mormon,” in Making Peace:
Personal Essays (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1995), 131–56.
3. John W. Welch, “Legal Perspectives on the Slaying of Laban,” Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 1/1 (1992): 119–41. This topic is explored further in Welch’s introduction in the BYU student journal Studia Antiqua (Summer 2003): 9–12; this special issue
reports the proceedings of a conference entitled “Hebrew Law in the Book of Mormon,”
held on the BYU campus on 24 February 2001. See also Fred Essig and Dan Fuller,
“Nephi’s Slaying of Laban: A Legal Perspective,” FARMS preliminary paper, 1981.
4. See, for example, Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in
Western Literature, trans. Willard R. Trask (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953),
3–23; Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981); Northrop
Frye, The Great Code: The Bible and Literature (New York: Harcourt Brace Janovich,
1982); and Meir Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the
Drama of Reading (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987).
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Recognizing the expressive quality of a historical text does not
lessen the text’s documentary value. Rather, it recognizes the crucial role of the author’s ability to communicate meaning in subtle
and sophisticated ways through the specific use of language.5 In fact,
Erich Auerbach asserted that if biblical stories “produce lively sensory
effects, it is only because the moral, religious, and psychological phenomena which are their sole concern are made concrete in the sensible
matter of life. But their religious intent involves an absolute claim to
historical truth.” He further claimed that the “absolute authority” of
the biblical narrative “seeks to overcome our reality: we are to fit our
own life into its world, feel ourselves to be elements in its structure of
universal history.”6 In short, the historiography of the Hebrew Bible
seems to be as much about interpretation as documentation and about
communicating spiritual truths as recording empirical facts.
Although the interpretation of a text can often be enhanced
with reference to a variety of relevant extratextual sources, a literary
approach views the finished text as sufficient to stimulate the reader’s quest for meaning. The process of interpreting a text may benefit
considerably from earlier drafts, original source materials, and written commentaries, but these are not prerequisite for readers to make
sense of a well-crafted text. A skilled author provides enough material within the text itself for readers to gain great pleasure and insight
from the experience of reading.
Internal evidence suggests that it is reasonable to apply a literary
approach to the study of the Book of Mormon. Early in his record,
Nephi acknowledges that he received prior training “in the language
of my father, which consists of the learning of the Jews and the language of the Egyptians” (1 Nephi 1:2). Throughout his literary career,
Nephi displays an abiding interest in and concern with the written
word. For example, he begins both the extant account of his ministry (the “small plates”) and his earlier record (written on his “large
5. See Sternberg, Poetics of Biblical Narrative, 23–35, for a thorough critique of the
use of the term fiction when referring to biblical narrative.
6. Auerbach, Mimesis, 14–15.
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plates”) with versions of the record of his father.7 In addition, Nephi
displays complete familiarity with the contents of the brass plates
through numerous allusions to and citations from the Hebrew scripture.8 In his editorial asides, the detailed instructions he leaves to
subsequent stewards of the record, and his undertaking late in life
a second version of the official record of his ministry, Nephi reveals
his abiding commitment to have his written legacy fulfill its divinely
ordained purpose.9 Although Nephi may have been initially uncertain of the purpose for his writing the second account of his ministry
(9:5–6; 19:3), at the end he testifies that his record will serve as an
eternal standard of truth at the judgment bar of God (33:3–11). I know
of no other book of scripture whose author is so self-conscious of its
spiritual purpose, so determined to achieve that purpose, and so confident in the end that he has done so as Nephi is of his own writing.
The known details of Nephi’s literary training, experience, and production suggest that he had mastered the literary craft of his day and
was completely capable of creating a permanent record of the eternal
significance of his life and ministry.
The viability of a literary approach to the Book of Mormon is limited by one obvious characteristic: the text exists only in an English
translation created fourteen hundred years after the last writer had
finished his work.10 While little if anything is known for certain about
“reformed Egyptian”—that is, the language of the Book of Mormon
text (Mormon 9:32)—it is clear that English and Egyptian or Hebrew,
in any of their respective variations, have little in common. Hence
7. 1 Nephi 1:17; 10:1; 19:1. See S. Kent Brown, “Nephi’s Use of Lehi’s Record,” in
Rediscovering the Book of Mormon, ed. John L. Sorenson and Melvin J. Thorne (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1991), 3–14.
8. For example, 1 Nephi 5:10–16; 17:23–42; 19:10–17; 20–21; 2 Nephi 7–8; 12–24.
9. For example, 1 Nephi 6; 9; 14:28–30; 19:1–6; 2 Nephi 4:14–16; 5:29–34; 25:18–24;
26:14–17; 27; 29:11–13; 30:3–5; 31:1–3.
10. On the challenges of undertaking the literary analysis of a text in translation, see
Robert Alter, The Five Books of Moses: A Translation with Commentary (New York: W. W.
Norton, 2004), xvi–xlv.
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it may be unrealistic to expect that the nuances of Nephi’s Egyptian
have been retained to any great degree in Joseph Smith’s English.11
It was Emma Smith’s firsthand witness that her husband could
not have produced the translation by means of the limited literary
and rhetorical capacities that he possessed in 1829.12 Hence the choice
of English words and phrases in the published text was not Joseph
Smith’s alone. It is also the case that the Prophet later called the Book
of Mormon “the most correct of any book on earth”13 and that the
Lord himself pronounced, “It is true” (Doctrine and Covenants 17:6).
From the perspective of those who were most closely connected with
the translation process, the translation of the text from “reformed
Egyptian” to Elizabethan English was more than simply a mechanical
or even academic exercise. It also involved the production of a text
that was accepted of God. If “the gift and power of God” (Book of
Mormon title page) influenced not only the accuracy but also the artistry of the English translation, then the translated text might not be
far from Nephi’s (or God’s) original intent. Therefore, despite inherent
limitations, the literary analysis of the English translation should yield
considerable interpretive insight without compromising the intended
meaning of the original text. With this qualification, it seems reasonable to suggest preliminary conclusions from a detailed study of the
artistry of Nephi’s text, as translated by Joseph Smith.
Nephi’s Narrative of Laban’s Death
The killing of Laban is a violent consequence of the mission by
Lehi’s sons to recover a version of Hebrew scripture called the brass
plates. The divine commandment to obtain the record comes to Lehi
in a dream (1 Nephi 3:1–2). Accomplishing this mission is arguably
11. Because the precise details of the translation process are not known, I will neither
address nor attempt to resolve this concern in this study.
12. See John W. Welch, “The Miraculous Translation of the Book of Mormon,” in
Opening the Heavens: Accounts of Divine Manifestations, 1820–44, ed. Welch (Provo, UT:
Brigham Young University Press, 2005), 88–89; see also Richard Lyman Bushman, Joseph
Smith: Rough Stone Rolling (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2005), 71–73.
13. Joseph Smith, History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, ed. B. H.
Roberts, 2nd ed. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1976), 4:461.
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the family’s riskiest venture in their quest for the promised land since
these scriptures are a sacred treasure strenuously guarded by a powerful religious leader in Jerusalem named Laban (vv. 3–4).14 Recognizing
this risk, Nephi’s brothers resist their father’s direction. But Nephi,
ever the faithful son, accepts the assignment with the declaration, “I
will go and do the things which the Lord hath commanded, for I know
that the Lord giveth no commandments unto the children of men,
save he shall prepare a way for them that they may accomplish the
thing which he commandeth them” (v. 7).
Among other things, the mission to obtain the brass plates is the
first instance of Nephi’s exercising leadership over his older brothers.
Assuming and then documenting his leadership role are crucial for
Nephi since an angel had recently promised the role to him in response
to his desire to understand and accept Lehi’s inspired direction (1 Nephi
2:16–22). The first public announcement of Nephi’s divinely ordained
leadership role occurs when the angel rebukes Laman and Lemuel for
resisting Nephi’s desire to complete the mission to obtain the brass plates
(3:29). Nephi’s eventual success in completing the mission demonstrates
his capacity and qualification to fill the leadership calling from God.15
Obedient to their father’s charge, the four sons return to the
doomed city of Jerusalem, where they fail twice in their attempt to
acquire Laban’s sacred record. On both occasions they barely escape
with their lives, and on the second attempt, they lose their family’s
accumulated wealth as well. These frustrations motivate Nephi’s two
eldest brothers to attack him physically and verbally for leading them
14. See Nibley, Lehi in the Desert, 110–12, and Approach to the Book of Mormon, 96–105.
15. See Welch, “Legal Perspectives,” 120. The rest of Nephi’s sacred record emphasizes the fulfillment of the prophecy of his leadership in the following events: interpreting Lehi’s dream of the tree of life to his brothers (1 Nephi 11–16), constructing a ship to
cross “Irreantum” (1 Nephi 17), guiding the family towards the promised land (18:9–23),
creating two divinely ordained records of his ministry (19; 2 Nephi 5:29–34), interpreting
the prophecies of Isaiah for the “profit and learning” of his followers (1 Nephi 19:23; 22; 2
Nephi 25–30), succeeding Lehi upon the patriarch’s death (2 Nephi 4), reflecting upon his
spiritual qualifications to lead (4:17–35), accepting the responsibility of being king to his
followers (5:18), establishing a separate society for his followers in order to guarantee their
safety (2 Nephi 5), and completing the sacred records of his and Lehi’s ministries (5:28–34).
Acknowledging the divine source of Nephi’s claim to leadership, the narrative makes clear
that he undertook none of these initiatives independent of divine direction or approbation.
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on such a dangerous and seemingly misguided mission. In response,
an angel intervenes on Nephi’s behalf, rebukes Laman and Lemuel,
directs them all to return a third time, and promises success (1 Nephi
3:9–29). Leaving his brothers concealed outside the city walls, Nephi
enters the city being “led by the Spirit, not knowing beforehand the
things which [he] should do” (4:6). Nephi finds Laban unconscious,
kills him, dresses in his clothes, and convinces an unsuspecting servant to entrust him with the sacred record. Then he and the servant,
named Zoram, reunite with Nephi’s brothers and they all escape
together into the wilderness (vv. 7–38).
“The Lord Hath Delivered Him into Thy Hands”
I focus my illustration of Nephi’s fine crafting of this story on two
prevailing verbal concepts, or leitworten, in the text. Leitwort is the
technical term for a word that an author uses repeatedly throughout a
narrative as a way of concentrating the reader’s attention on its central
themes.16 The leitwort deliver appears in the narrative of Laban’s death
both frequently and strategically. For example, the decision to return
to Jerusalem a third time turns on the angel’s command and promise,
“Behold ye shall go up to Jerusalem again, and the Lord will deliver
Laban into your hands” (1 Nephi 3:29). After the angel departs, Nephi’s
ever-skeptical older brothers equivocate once again, questioning the
angel’s ability to fulfill his promise of deliverance (v. 31). Undaunted,
Nephi bears strong testimony of the power of God to accomplish his
purposes, regardless of their seeming impossibility, concluding his witness with the assertion “The Lord is able to deliver us” (4:1–3).
This theme next appears in the narrative when Nephi is “constrained by the Spirit” to kill Laban. Upon finding Laban lying unconscious, Nephi initially resists the Spirit’s constraints. Responding
immediately to Nephi’s hesitancy, the Spirit informs him, “Behold the
Lord hath delivered him into thy hands.” The structural similarity
between the two declarations—“the Lord will deliver Laban into your
16. For an expanded discussion of this term of art, see Alter, Art of Biblical Narrative,
92–95.

186 • The FARMS Review 21/1 (2009)

hands” and “the Lord hath delivered him into thy hands”—suggests
that the angel intends Nephi to take the opportunity as direct fulfillment of the promise. As a way of processing this realization, Nephi
begins to entertain reasons why Laban is deserving of death. Nephi’s
initial justifications, however, reveal a decidedly human and personal
perspective: Laban had sought to kill Nephi and his brothers, had
been disobedient to God’s commands, and had stolen Lehi’s family
wealth (1 Nephi 4:10–11).
While the angel does not reject Nephi’s reasoning, he provides
instead a divine justification for such an extreme act. The angel repeats
the injunction “Slay him”17 and, in order to reinforce that doing so
fulfills the earlier promise of deliverance (1 Nephi 3:29), adds, “for
the Lord hath delivered him into thy hands” (4:12). The angel next
provides Nephi with a divine perspective for following his command:
“Behold the Lord slayeth the wicked to bring to forth his righteous
purposes. It is better that one man should perish than that a nation
should dwindle and perish in unbelief” (v. 13). At this point the mission to recover the brass plates is no longer simply about the temporal
deliverance of a nuclear family—avoiding death, recovering property,
preserving honor. Rather, the proper context for the deed has become
the spiritual deliverance of a divinely chosen nation.
Although Nephi had earlier received the prophecy that he and
his family would be led by God to a “land of promise . . . which is
choice above all other lands” (1 Nephi 2:20), their destiny to become
a “nation” in the promised land is first made explicit in the angel’s
direction for Nephi to kill Laban. Carrying out this terrible action,
then, fulfills one divine promise (i.e., delivering Lehi’s family) and
facilitates another (i.e., their prospering as a nation in the promised
land).18 Not wanting to become an enemy to God through his disobe17. The Spirit’s verbatim imperative “Slay him” heightens considerably the drama
of the narrative, in which the initial command is simply reported by Nephi indirectly
through use of the passive voice: “I was constrained by the Spirit” (1 Nephi 4:10).
18. The term nation in this context probably refers to its covenantal sense (e.g.,
Genesis 12:1–3; 17:4; 18:18; Exodus 19:6) rather than to its strictly political or social sense.
Delbert Hillers, Covenant: The History of a Biblical Idea (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
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dience, Nephi steels himself for the deed, repeating the term deliver
for the seventh time in this brief but detailed narrative (4:17).
If seven repetitions of the term are not enough to focus our attention on God’s “power of deliverance” (1 Nephi 1:20) in the account
of Laban’s death, the term is used twice more in the mission’s emotional conclusion. Before his sons return from Jerusalem, Lehi assures
his grieving wife, “The Lord will deliver my sons out of the hands of
Laban” (5:5). Upon their safe return, Sariah confesses, “I also know of
a surety that the Lord hath protected my sons, and delivered them out
of the hands of Laban” (v. 8).
The fact that a central message is repeated so frequently and strategically is crucial for a text as spare of descriptive detail and psychological ornamentation as the Book of Mormon. In this and other ways, the
rhetoric of the Book of Mormon text is similar to that of the Hebrew
Bible, in which the authors restrict their narrative to only the most
essential elements.19 Such essentialist rhetoric, however, is neither simplistic nor primitive. Rather, it concentrates a world of meaning into
a few salient words, phrases, and verbal images that are repeated and
refined in sophisticated and insightful ways throughout the account.
The biblical narrative style allows for no wasted or extraneous details,
no superfluous or trivial utterances. Nothing exists for its own sake.
Instead, all textual features contribute to layers and complexities of
meaning that point to a much grander truth than that which can be
attributed to human agency and empirical circumstances alone. “What
[the biblical narrator] produced . . . was not primarily oriented toward
‘realism’ (if he succeeded in being realistic, it was merely a means, not
an end); it was oriented toward truth. . . . The Bible’s claim to truth . . .
is tyrannical—it excludes all other claims.”20 Verbal repetition within
University Press, 1969), 72–97, demonstrates the covenant connections with kingship in
ancient Israel.
19. A most insightful analysis of the spare rhetorical style of biblical narrative
is found in Auerbach, Mimesis, 3–23. Useful amplifications of this concept are found
in Alter, Art of Biblical Narrative, 114–30; and Sternberg, Poetics of Biblical Narrative,
186–229, 321–64.
20. Auerbach, Mimesis, 14.
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a spare narrative style is recognized by leading students of the biblical
text as a “thematic marker” and an “aesthetic virtue.”21
So it is with the Book of Mormon. Individual details must be
viewed as potentially essential to the text’s overall meaning, and multiple repetitions of the same or similar words and phrases throughout
the narrative help reveal the authors’ central themes and clarify key
literary purposes. Repeated often and at critical junctures, deliverance becomes such a leitwort for the narrative of Laban’s death and is
essential to its meaning.
On a larger scale, deliverance serves as a leitwort for Nephi’s entire
record, indeed for the Book of Mormon as a whole. At the beginning
of his sacred record, Nephi identifies deliverance as one of its central themes: “But behold, I, Nephi, will show unto you that the tender
mercies of the Lord are over all those whom he hath chosen, because
of their faith, to make them mighty even unto the power of deliverance” (1 Nephi 1:20).22 A review of Nephi’s record suggests that he
made good on his literary promise and focused his record on God’s
“power of deliverance” on behalf of Lehi’s family.23 Fully developed
in the Book of Mormon, the concept of deliverance pervades the narrative. In fact, the word deliver and its several variations appear some
230 times in the text, averaging about once every two pages in the
English translation. This degree of usage makes deliver one of the
most repeated concepts in the Book of Mormon. As used therein, this
21. Alter, Five Books of Moses, xxxi, 149 n. 11. On the importance of textual repetitions in the rhetoric of the ancient Hebrews, see Sternberg, Poetics of Biblical Narrative,
365–440; and Alter, Art of Biblical Narrative, 88–113.
22. See Alma 7:13; 9:28; and 15:2 for repetitions of this critical phrase.
23. For example, the theme of deliverance is seen in the following events: Lehi fleeing those in Jerusalem who sought to take his life (1 Nephi 1:18–20), Nephi obtaining the
plates of Laban (1 Nephi 3–4), convincing Ishmael’s family to join the exiles in order to
guarantee the survival of their lineage (1 Nephi 7), surviving eight years in the wilderness
and crossing the ocean with the aid of the Liahona (1 Nephi 16, 18), constructing a ship
as directed by God (1 Nephi 17), Nephi succeeding to Lehi’s patriarchal authority and
establishing a righteous society apart from those who sought to take their lives (2 Nephi
5), and Nephi providing numerous revelations and prophecies that promise spiritual salvation to the righteous (1 Nephi 8; 11–14; 22; 2 Nephi 1–4; 6–9; 25–33).
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word has at least three connotations.24 The first of these—“to liberate
or release from captivity, danger, or death”—is the most relevant to
the Laban story. In this connotation, deliver has two complementary
applications that relate to the concept of salvation: temporal deliverance and spiritual deliverance. Temporal deliverance involves overcoming, transcending, or escaping the powers of earth, as manifest in
danger, disease, privation, captivity, human limitations, and physical
death. It is particularly salient in the migration narratives in the Book
of Mormon, in which God’s power enables his people to escape one set
of circumstances in order to be blessed by another.25
John Welch has amply demonstrated that a special case of temporal deliverance in the slaying of Laban involves a legal principle of the
law of Moses.26 Nephi initially recoils at the thought of slaying Laban,
not only because he has never before killed another person (1 Nephi
4:10) but also because intentional killing is expressly forbidden by the
law of Moses under penalty of death (Exodus 20:13). However, a subsequent provision of the law qualifies this absolute prohibition: “He
that smiteth a man, so that he die, shall be surely put to death. And if
a man lie not in wait, but God deliver him into his hand; then I will
appoint thee a place whither he shall flee” (Exodus 21:12–13). The specific wording of Nephi’s account places his deadly action clearly in the
context of the legal justification for taking another’s life—namely, the
act was not premeditated but guided and authorized by the Spirit (1
Nephi 4:6), and the “land of promise” would serve as a chosen place of
refuge (2:20; 4:14).
Secondly, spiritual deliverance involves overcoming or escaping the
power of evil through the atonement of Jesus Christ as administered
24. For example, “to liberate or release from captivity, danger, or death” (e.g., 1 Nephi
7:17; 17:14; 2 Nephi 3:9–10; Mosiah 21:5–36; 22:1–4; 23:23–24; 24:16–21; Alma 20:3–5;
36:2, 27–29); “to submit or surrender to a separate or subsequent authority” (e.g., 2 Nephi
9:11–13; Omni 1:7, 9, 25; Words of Mormon 1:2–3, 10; Mosiah 12:16; Alma 4:18–20; 5:4–6;
10:19; 44:3–9; 57:1–2; Moroni 9:24); and “to accomplish a task or responsibility” (e.g., 2
Nephi 27:9–19; Words of Mormon 1:1; Mosiah 13:3; 25:21; Alma 5:11).
25. Notice the repeated use of the concept of deliverance in the following narratives
of relocation and disruption: 1 Nephi 17:14; 2 Nephi 4:31; 5:4–5; Mosiah 21–29; Alma
5:4–6; 29:11–12; 58:37.
26. Welch, “Legal Perspectives” (see note 3 above).
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in the principles and ordinances of his gospel. In fact, what Latter-day
Saints currently call the “plan of salvation” is referred to on occasion
in the Book of Mormon as the “way [or plan] of deliverance” (2 Nephi
9:11; 11:5). The most striking use of the leitwort deliver in this spiritual
sense appears in Jacob’s discourse on Christ as the Savior of mankind.
Referring to the complementary roles of resurrection and redemption,
Jacob observes:
And because of the way of deliverance of our God, the Holy
One of Israel, this death, of which I have spoken, which is the
temporal, shall deliver up its dead; which death is the grave.
And this death of which I have spoken, which is the spiritual death, shall deliver up its dead; which spiritual death is
hell; wherefore, death and hell must deliver up their dead, and
hell must deliver up its captive spirits, and the grave must
deliver up its captive bodies, and the bodies and the spirits of
men will be restored one to the other; and it is by the power of
the resurrection of the Holy One of Israel.
O how great the plan of our God! For on the other hand,
the paradise of God must deliver up the spirits of the righteous, and the grave deliver up the body of the righteous; and
the spirit and the body is restored to itself again, and all men
become incorruptible, and immortal, and they are living souls,
having a perfect knowledge like unto us in the flesh, save it be
that our knowledge shall be perfect. (2 Nephi 9:11–13)
The slaying of Laban applies both connotations of deliverance,
enabling Lehi’s family to escape undetected from the doomed city of
Jerusalem and providing them the sacred records by which they can
obey the commandments of God in the promised land, thereby securing the promises of salvation.
“I Remembered the Words of the Lord”
The second interpretive focus of the narrative of Laban’s death
concerns the leitwort remember. To the Spirit’s assurance of deliverance and as inspired by the angel’s indirect promise that Lehi’s family
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would become a great nation in the promised land, Nephi adds his
own perspective for slaying Laban: “I remembered the words of the
Lord which he spake unto me in the wilderness, saying that: Inasmuch
as thy seed shall keep my commandments, they shall prosper in the
land of promise” (1 Nephi 4:14). The concept of remembrance is as
central to Nephi’s sacred record as that of deliverance and is crucial to
understanding how this particular story fits into the broader history
of the Nephites. In fact, the term remember and its variations appear
throughout the Book of Mormon over two hundred times—almost as
frequently as does the leitwort deliver—and in supremely significant
contexts.27
In Nephi’s record and in the Book of Mormon as a whole, the concept of remembrance has four complementary connotations. The first—
“to recall or to call to mind”—is most apparent in Nephi’s response to
the Spirit’s prompting to slay Laban. Nephi recalls that just before his
father had asked him to obtain the brass plates, the Lord had established
a covenant with Nephi that assured Nephi’s faithful family of receiving a homeland, “choice above all other lands,” where they could live
in safety as if in the presence of God (1 Nephi 2:20). Standing before
Laban, Nephi reasons that his family cannot keep God’s commandments according to the covenant, and thereby secure its blessings, without the brass plates (1 Nephi 4:14–17), hence the necessity of slaying
Laban to obtain them.
The obligation to remember their covenantal relationship with
God is one of the most sacred duties of the Nephites, and it is repeated
on numerous sacred occasions.28 The spiritual weight of this word is
27. On the topic of remembrance in the Book of Mormon, see Louis Midgley, “The
Ways of Remembrance,” in Rediscovering the Book of Mormon, ed. John L. Sorenson and
Melvin J. Thorne (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1991), 168–76; Louis Midgley,
“Preserving and Enlarging the Memory of the Saints,” FARMS Review 19/2 (2007): 21–24;
Louis Midgley and Gary F. Novak, “Remembrance and the Past,” FARMS Review 19/2
(2007): 37–66; and James E. Faulconer, “Remembrance,” FARMS Review 19/2 (2007): 71–88.
28. These include ceremonies of renewal and succession (e.g., 2 Nephi 1–5; Mosiah
1–5; Alma 34:29, 37; 36:13–19; 37:13–14, 32–35; 38:5, 14; Helaman 5; 3 Nephi 18:7, 11;
Moroni 4–6), events of large-scale recommitment and conversion (e.g., 2 Nephi 9:39–52;
Jacob 3:9–10; Alma 5:6, 18; 7:16; 9:9–14; Helaman 11:7; 3 Nephi 16:11–12; 18:7, 11), and critical times of personal assessment and reflection (Alma 29:10–12; Helaman 12; Moroni 10).
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signaled by King Benjamin when he counsels his people on the conduct of their lives at the end of his valedictory sermon with the words
“O man, remember, and perish not” (Mosiah 4:30), thereby closely
connecting the concepts of remembrance and deliverance.
Throughout the Book of Mormon text, the term remember has a
different connotation when applied to God. On several occasions God
declares that he will remember his covenants or his people (e.g., 1 Nephi
19:15–18; 2 Nephi 29:1–14; 3 Nephi 20:29; Mormon 5:20–21; 8:21–23).
Given God’s omniscience, the meaning of remember as “call to mind”
may seem absurd. More appropriate in this context might be the synonyms renew or restore, as in the Lord “remembers” (i.e., restores) his
covenants with Israel when Israel “remembers” (i.e., recalls and commits to live) her divine covenants. In short, not only does the term
remember frequently refer to keeping or preserving covenants, but it has
covenantal implications in general usage throughout Nephi’s record.29
A third related connotation of remember in the Book of Mormon
is revealed by defining its opposite, which is not “forget” but “dismember.” From this perspective, when a covenant with God is broken,
the rebellious are cut off or cast out from God’s presence or from the
covenant community (e.g., Genesis 17:14; Leviticus 18:29; Isaiah 53:8).
In this sense, they are then “dis-membered,” or not “re-membered.”
That is, they are not eliminated from one’s temporal consciousness
but are separated from the covenant and its constituted community
that had defined their eternal identity and place in the kingdom of
God. From this perspective, for the ancient peoples of God, the sign of
a covenant—such as circumcising the foreskin (Genesis 17:10; 34:15),
sacrificing an animal (Moses 5:5–7; Abraham 2:7–8), or rending a garment, as in Moroni’s title of liberty (Alma 46:12–21)—often involved
cutting, severing, or cleaving, indicative of the consequence of breaking or “dis-membering” the covenant.
Thus God’s directing Nephi to slay a Jewish religious leader by
cutting off his head with his own sword symbolically indicates that
Jehovah severed his covenant with the people of Israel at Jerusalem
because of their wickedness. Lehi and his family were now to be the
29. See Midgley, “Ways of Remembrance,” 168–76.
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rightful heirs of the promised blessings of the covenant. From this perspective, Nephi’s preservation of Laban’s sword as one of the Nephites’
sacred artifacts and its later use as a model for Nephite armaments are
seen more fundamentally as symbols of the covenant with God that
defines and distinguishes their chosen identity and guides their lives
in search of the covenantal promises of salvation.30
A graphic detail from the story of obtaining the brass plates suggests
the degree to which Nephi’s crafting of the narrative reveals its covenantal significance. The image that Nephi paints in his brief description
of the nighttime scene is tragic and gruesome: he finds Laban drunken
and lying unconscious and then leaves him in a pool of his own blood
after cutting off his head with his own sword (1 Nephi 4:7, 18–19). Taken
out of context, this description might give the impression that Nephi
took morbid pleasure in the details of this tragedy.
Yet these details reinforce the equally graphic image of an event of
supremely spiritual significance in Nephi’s rehearsal of Christ’s ultimate victory over evil. Toward the end of his first book, Nephi applies
the imagery of drunkenness and death not to the demise of a wicked
individual but to the fall of the great and abominable church of the
devil, which serves as the material symbol of the archenemy of the
kingdom of God in the last days (1 Nephi 13–14). In the course of his
larger narrative, following the successful arrival in and settlement of
the promised land, Nephi cites prophecies of Isaiah concerning the
eventual salvation of the house of Israel. Nephi enlarges upon Isaiah’s
prophecies with several of his own regarding the collapse of the great
and abominable church. In conclusion, he testifies, “And the blood of
that great and abominable church, which is the whore of all the earth,
shall turn upon their own heads; for they shall war among themselves,
and the sword of their own hands shall fall upon their own heads, and
they shall be drunken with their own blood” (22:13). In Nephi’s sacred
record, both Laban and the church of the devil die by similar means
(breaking the covenants of salvation) and through similar authority
(the word and power of God). If these literary similarities are intentional, Nephi seems to imply that the death of Laban prefigures the
30. See 2 Nephi 5:14; Jacob 1:10; Mosiah 1:16; Words of Mormon 1:1.

194 • The FARMS Review 21/1 (2009)

destruction of evil at the end of time, as symbolized by the fall of the
great and abominable church.31
The fourth connotation of remember that is salient to the narrative of Laban’s death is that remembering is often an antecedent to
action. Nephi and other writers of the Book of Mormon frequently
use the phrase “remember to do” or “remember to keep,” particularly
in relation to the will and commandments of God.32 An essential prelude to righteous action, remembering is the first step in the process
of conversion to the gospel of Jesus Christ, as reflected in Nephite discourse and practice.33 The foundation of spiritual conversion and of
righteous action among the Nephites was the act of remembering, not
just in the sense of calling important truths to mind but also in the
sense of committing to act according to the truths received.
Collectively, these various connotations of remember can be
understood as contributing in complementary ways to the foundation
of one’s spiritual consciousness. Remembering in this multifaceted
context is equivalent to becoming aware of and committing to live
consistent with one’s eternal identity. Nephi’s remembering “the
words of the Lord” on that fateful night in Jerusalem brought all of
these connotations to bear. He recalls the divine prophecies regarding the land of promise, commits to obey the word of the Lord, and
31. I am indebted to Donald L. Enders for this insight.
32. For example, 1 Nephi 15:25; 17:45; 2 Nephi 1:16; 10:23; Mosiah 1:7; Alma 18:10;
Helaman 5:6–14.
33. For example, the passage known by contemporary Latter-day Saints as “Moroni’s
challenge” begins with the injunction that those who are interested in receiving a witness
of the truthfulness of the Nephite record must first “remember how merciful the Lord
hath been unto the children of men, from the creation of Adam even down until the time
that ye shall receive these things, and ponder it in your hearts” (Moroni 10:3, see vv. 4–5).
Consistent with this pattern, the sons of Mosiah rehearse to the Lamanites “the records
and the holy scriptures of the people” from the beginning of time (Alma 18:35–39; 22:12–
14) as an essential first step in their spiritual conversion (18:35–39; 22:12–14). Likewise,
Alma begins his ministry among the Nephites with an exposition of the origins of the
Church among the Nephites and of their deliverance from the captivity of the Lamanites
(5:1–6); Helaman empowers his sons Nephi and Lehi with a comparable historical context that he charges them to “remember” at the outset of their mission (Helaman 5:5–14);
in ministering unto the surviving Nephites, Christ “expounded all the scriptures unto
them which they had received” before delivering more scriptures unto the Nephite “disciples” and charging them to teach them to the people (3 Nephi 23:6–14).
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accepts both the responsibility of preserving his family by the cove
nants and commandments of God and the dire consequences if his
followers turn from their righteousness. Obeying the “voice of the
Spirit” (1 Nephi 4:18) and completing the seemingly impossible mission, Nephi prepares to accomplish even greater and more difficult
missions so that he can fulfill the measure of his own creation and
prepare a record that will bring the blessings of salvation to the house
of Israel and the family of God (2 Nephi 31–33).
These examples illustrate how the fine crafting of Nephi’s narrative of Laban’s death deepens and layers that event with significance
within the sacred record and the context of the covenantal identity of
ancient Israel. While it is possible that these connections are imposed
on the text by the modern reader and were not consciously intended
by Nephi, it is more likely that Nephi’s artistry and spiritual focus
were responsible for the finely crafted text, whose meaning, in some
measure, is dependent upon its literary sophistication.

Do Liberal Economic Policies
Approximate the Law of Consecration?
Duane Boyce

Review of Hugh Nibley. Approaching Zion. Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1989.
xviii + 637 pp., with scripture and subject indexes. $32.95.

S

haring is the very essence of the gospel plan. From King Benjamin’s
poignant reminder that we are all beggars, to the parable of the
good Samaritan, to the Lord’s repeated command that we are to love
our neighbors as ourselves1—the theme is more than recurring. It is
constant and emphatic.
The theme reaches its apogee in the law of consecration, where
the point is not merely to share but to create a condition of economic
equality. Speaking specifically in the context of the law of consecration,
the Lord proclaims that “in your temporal things you shall be equal”
(Doctrine and Covenants 70:14). He explains that “it is not given that
one man should possess that which is above another” (49:20), that “every
man” is to be “equal according to his family” (51:3), and that equality in
heavenly things requires equality in “earthly things also” (78:5–7).
No one has done more than Hugh Nibley to emphasize this essential feature of the kingdom of God. His cry regarding the law of consecration is loud, strong, and persistent. And it is a welcome voice indeed.2

1. Leviticus 19:18; Matthew 22:39; Luke 10:27; James 2:8 (where it is called the “royal
law”). See also 1 John 2:9–11; 4:20–21.
2. Much of Nibley’s treatment of the topic is found in Hugh Nibley, Approaching
Zion, ed. Don E. Norton (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1989). In-text citations of page numbers refer to this book.
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In reading Nibley one also cannot help wondering to what degree,
if any, we should take the Lord’s pronouncements regarding equality
and the law of consecration as a guide to social policy outside the
kingdom of God, in the world at large.
Nibley himself does not have much doubt about this. He is certain
that the law of consecration is a reliable guide to wider social policy,
and he is not reticent about saying so. In the course of one general discourse on the law of consecration, he describes the essence of the law
as sharing and tells us that “the first rule is to ‘remember in all things
the poor and the needy, the sick and the afflicted’ (D&C 52:40).” He
then informs us that “this is frankly a redistribution of wealth” (p.
394). Nibley explicitly takes the phrase redistribution of wealth from
political discourse, where those who oppose policies that are designed
to equalize standards of living by high taxation of the wealthy (however wealth is defined) use the phrase pejoratively, while those who
favor such social policies use it (when they do use it) approvingly. So
in one passing comment Nibley chooses sides on the issue, and he
does so explicitly in the name of the law of consecration. Signaling
that he knows full well the social implications of the phrase, he says
in another place that practicing the law of consecration looks “suspiciously” like “equalizing the wealth.”3
In another example, also about wealth redistribution, Nibley discusses at length the law of consecration and along the way approvingly quotes this statement—with the same tax implications—from
a U.S. senator: “Why does it always come that two hundred million
people sacrifice and fifty-thousand at the top are never called upon to
sacrifice?” (p. 444).
And in another place, on the general subject of sharing and its
relationship to Zion and other “utopias,” Nibley again raises the issue
of redistribution of wealth. He quotes an economist saying: “Before
the 1974–1975 mini-depression, all financial poverty could have been
eliminated at a modest shift of $10–15 billion to the poor from the
rest of the community. 15 billion is less than 1.5% of the GNP, about
3. Hugh Nibley, The Prophetic Book of Mormon, ed. John W. Welch (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book and FARMS, 1989), 560.
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the size of one of the cheaper weapons systems.” Nibley then comments: “Our society has gone out of the way not to do what could be
done to solve the problem. Why? A community which can at tolerable
expense eliminate human distress but refrains from doing so either
must believe that it benefits from unemployment or poverty, or that
the poor and unemployed are bad people, or that other more important values will be impaired by attempts to help the lower orders—or
all of these statements” (p. 515).4
So Nibley is not undecided about whether we should apply the law
of consecration to wider social policy. He is certain that we should,
and he is certain about how we should. In general, he sees the law of
consecration as supporting policies that explicitly seek significantly
greater economic equality than would occur through natural market
forces and that therefore tax the wealthy disproportionately in order to
achieve this result. In common parlance, the more an economic policy
tends in this direction the more the term liberal is used to describe it.
And since this type of economic policy sounds a lot like what happens
under the law of consecration, Nibley seems to have reason on his side
in viewing the law of consecration as valid support for such measures.
Policies that approximate the Lord’s design have prima facie credibility and don’t require much in the way of additional argument.
The Law of Consecration and Stewardship
But is this approximation all that it seems? To determine this, it’s
helpful to try to flesh out the law of consecration itself. As far as I can
discover, all of the following are central features of the law and of the
expectation that people could actually live it. Together they describe
the path to the kingdom of God.
1. First, people come unto Christ and are spiritually transformed
(e.g., John 3:2–7; Mosiah 3:19; 5:7; Alma 5:14; 7:14; Moses 6:58–62).
This spiritual renewal is the foundation of all other dimensions of gospel living (Romans 8:1–14; Galatians 5:22–23; 2 Nephi 31:13, 18–20;
32:2–6; Alma 13:28).
4. Nibley does not cite a reference for the economist he quotes.
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2. People who are transformed in this way enter into covenants,
including temporal covenants: they freely consecrate all that they have
to Christ, through his appointed ministers (e.g., D&C 42:29–31; 72:15).
3. Through proper administrators, Christ then returns to these
people their “portions, every man equal according to his family,
according to his circumstances and his wants and needs” (D&C 51:3).
4. Each person then becomes a steward over that which has been
returned to him (e.g., D&C 42:32; 104:11–13, 54–57).
5. All stewards then manage their stewardships personally, conducting affairs “in their own name” (e.g., D&C 42:54; 104:49).5
6. All stewards are accountable for the manner in which they
manage their stewardships (e.g., D&C 42:32; 72:3–6, 16; 104:11–13).
7. Stewards freely consecrate back to the Lord, through his
appointed ministers, all the surplus they produce—which is then kept
in common in the Lord’s storehouse (e.g., D&C 42:33–34, 55; 70:7–8;
104:67–69).
8. If they are faithful and wise, all stewards in this system have an
equal right to draw upon the Lord’s storehouse (e.g., D&C 82:17–19;
104:68–77).
9. Through this system of consecration and stewardship all are
made equal (e.g., D&C 38:24–27; 49:20; 51:3; 70:14–16; 78:5–7; 82:17).
These principles form the foundation for the kingdom of God.
Everyone is to be made equal through individual, sacred acts of complete freedom. And Christ is at the center of it all.
It’s evident that equality is the end state of the law of consecration.
But it’s equally evident that the law includes a lot more than just this
end state. And this means that if we want to take the law of consecration as our guide to wider social policy, we have more to consider than
we might have thought.
5. Orson Pratt apparently saw such stewardship management as occurring within
the general context of a free enterprise system. He said that under the law of consecration “there would still be buying and selling, trading and exchanging property with one
another as well as with the world.” Orson Pratt, quoted in Hyrum L. Andrus, Doctrines
of the Kingdom (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1973), 238–39. This volume is still the most
comprehensive historical and doctrinal source on the law of consecration and its place
within the kingdom of God.
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For example, consider again Nibley’s view that social policy should
include a simple and straightforward transfer of 1.5 percent of the
GNP from the rest of the community to the poor. Perhaps it should.
But now we have a further question to ask: Is it enough to assert this
claim, in the name of the law of consecration, without also addressing the features of the law of consecration? I think the answer must
be no. If we are going to rely on the law of consecration to support
such a transfer of wealth (or to support any other social policy for that
matter), we have to know more: How, for example, do principles of
free covenant making, accountability, and stewardship figure into the
process? Shouldn’t they figure in? And if not, why not? And further:
Where does transformation by Christ figure in? Where does consecration to Christ figure in? Must it figure in? And if not, why not? 6
A Reductionist View of the Law of Consecration
These are pertinent questions. Unfortunately, nowhere in Nibley’s
comments about social policy does he address them, and I think
this highlights a pervasive tendency on his part. The tendency is to
reduce the full law of consecration to a statement of its end state and
to neglect the other principles of the law. With only this reductionist
view to guide him, he then apparently assumes that any social policy
with the same end state in mind (more or less) must be equal to, the
same as, or a version of the law of consecration.
Because Nibley proceeds in this way, we find ourselves curious: Does spiritual transformation by Christ, then, make no difference? Does the initial act of freely consecrating to Christ make no
6. Though efforts of one variety or another were implemented for decades afterward, the Prophet Joseph Smith suspended the law of consecration as a formal church
program in 1840. Since then two principles have been enshrined in formal church practice to care fully for the poor, if not to achieve total equality. First, through fast offerings,
all members are to give liberally of their means to care for the poor; and second, out of
concern for self-respect and the development of self-reliance, those who receive assistance are to work, as far as possible, in return for the help they receive. If we add these
features to the law of consecration to identify a general gospel framework for helping the
poor, we would also have to ask, regarding Nibley’s proposal: Where does the principle of
self-reliance figure into this policy? Must it figure in? And if not, why not?
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difference? Does the principle of stewardship make no difference?
Does the principle of accountability make no difference? Does the
principle of faithful and wise management of resources make no difference? All of these (among others) are central features of the law of
consecration, and yet they receive no attention in Nibley’s attempts to
apply that law to social policy.
I think this is a risky approach. Nowhere does Nibley actually
argue, much less demonstrate, that the whole law effectively reduces to
the equality ideal of its end state, and I fail to see how he could. To do
so he would have to demonstrate that these other features of the law
(principles 1–8) are more or less superfluous and that all that really
matters is principle 9—the statement of equality itself. This would be
difficult to demonstrate since principles 1–8 are revealed features of
the law, after all. Moreover, the principles outlined in these revelations
identify the Lord’s chosen methods for achieving the equality that the
law promises. To demonstrate that these methods are superfluous,
and that any path to equality is functionally equivalent to the law of
consecration, would require showing that these revelations from the
Lord are superfluous. Put another way: it would require demonstrating that humanity’s mere crafting of correct legislation is sufficient to
bring about gospel ends—an outcome that, given all of the features
of the law of consecration, would render the gospel itself superfluous.
This would be quite an argument.
Nibley never produces such an argument, but he does in fact
assume it. In every attempt to apply the law of consecration to matters
of social policy that I have seen, Nibley applies the reductionist view
of the law, rather than the full view, and this ineluctably influences
the conclusions he draws. His reasoning appears straightforward: if a
particular social policy tends in the direction of the equality ideal of
the law of consecration, then that policy must be an approximation of
the law of consecration itself, and therefore it must be a correct social
policy. Quod erat demonstrandum.
But if Nibley’s convictions on taxation and the like are to be considered persuasive, not to mention convincing, they require far more
argument than this. It cannot be sufficient merely to explain that the
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end state sought by a particular piece of legislation approximates the
end state sought by the law of consecration. That approach ignores
eight-ninths of the divine law, and surely that large a fraction must
have some bearing on how, if at all, the law of consecration ought to be
applied to social policies in the world at large. Nibley never brings this
much to bear on the question, however, and that renders his conclusions on such social policies unreliable at best.
I think it is fair to say that liberal economic policies (again, to
use common parlance) generally claim to seek the same economic
end state as the law of consecration, but that is a far cry from saying that such policies are some semblance of the law of consecration
itself, which is what Nibley assumes. If Nibley’s views on liberal economic policies are correct, it must be for independent reasons and not
because he has shown that such policies approximate the law of consecration. This he hasn’t shown, and whatever assertions or suggestions
he makes to claim such an approximation can be disregarded.
Incomplete Analyses
I think it’s useful to look at additional examples of economic commentary where, I believe, Nibley’s exclusive focus on the equality ideal
hinders his analysis. In each case, he makes comments or advances
arguments that clearly call for more thought than he gives them. I
don’t think this would happen if he looked beyond the equality ideal
and kept in mind a more robust conception of the law of consecration.
Proper philosophy in helping the poor
One example occurs in his general discussion—within the context
of the law of consecration—on the proper philosophy for helping the
poor. There are two schools of thought, he tells us: “There is the Good
Samaritan or King Benjamin school, which does not ask whether a
poor man is deserving or whether he has ‘brought [it] upon himself’
(Mosiah 4:17–18) but only considers his need. The other school is
that which punches the computer to find out exactly who deserves
what.” In the true system, Nibley tells us, “all distribution is on the
basis of need; the question of who is deserving never arises” (p. 395).
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Emphasizing this point, Nibley elsewhere refers to the phrase “deserving poor” as “convenient weasel-words.”7
But here Nibley is giving us a choice between false alternatives.
In one case, he says, we help people based strictly on need, with no
conditions placed on the help that is given; in the other case we help
people based on one condition—namely, that they are not responsible
for their destitution. Since this second alternative is obviously wrong,
Nibley reasons, the first alternative is obviously right.
But if we take the full law of consecration as our guide, we see that
neither of the alternatives Nibley gives us is completely correct. It is true
that how we come to be destitute is irrelevant: whether we deserve help
is not a function of how we got where we are—whether we brought it
upon ourselves or not. All are beggars. But it does seem relevant to consider what we do with the help we are given. For example: Do we feel
accountable to make the most of the help we receive—our “stewardship”? (principle 6). Do we feel obligated to work, as far as possible, to
produce a surplus on what we have received so that it can be consecrated
back to the general good? (principle 7). And are we faithful and wise in
managing what we receive? (principle 8). If these principles inform our
view of how to help the poor, then it’s likely that there are proper factors
to consider, beyond need alone, in doing so. This will be true especially
in considering the type of help to give, how long to give certain amounts
and types of help, and so forth. It’s just that nonresponsibility for destitution is not one of the factors to consider. Instead, all of the considerations have to do with the future, not with the past (Will we be accountable for what we receive? Can and will we work to produce our own
“surplus”? Will we be faithful and wise in managing what we receive?).
All of these seem to be relevant and important questions to consider if
we want to take the law of consecration as our guide. Unfortunately,
Nibley’s reductionist view of the law apparently prevents him from even
conceiving these questions, and this forces him into a choice between
the only two alternatives he can think of, neither of which is correct.8
7. Nibley, Prophetic Book of Mormon, 561.
8. In this same discussion Nibley quotes Joseph Smith to support his position:
“When we consecrate our property to the Lord it is to administer to the wants of the
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Societies “more committed to sharing”
Another example occurs in a passing comment Nibley makes in
the course of a long discussion on the law of consecration. Lamenting
various features of U.S. policy at the time, he remarks that “a frenzy
of privatization now insists that the only public institution with a reason for existence is the military, to defend us against societies more
committed to sharing” (p. 467). He says this at the height of the Cold
War, so we must assume that Nibley has in mind the Soviet Union
and other Communist regimes since these were the societies against
whom the United States was defending itself at the time. And the difference, he tells us, between these regimes and the United States is that
those societies were “more committed to sharing.”
It’s relevant in this context that recent estimates of the deaths
due to twentieth-century Communist regimes range from 85 to 100
million. And these are not estimates reached by those with a distrust
and/or hatred of Communism in the first place, but by French scholars—some of them Communists themselves—who ten years before
their research “would have refused to believe what they now write.”9
One of these scholars calls Communism’s influence “the most colossal case of political carnage in history” and adds that “the shocking
dimensions of Communist tragedy, however, are hardly news to any
serious student of twentieth-century history.”10 So the carnage of
poor and needy . . . ; it is not for the purpose of the rich, those who have no need” (p. 395,
Nibley’s emphasis). But this actually provides no support for Nibley’s claim. The statement obviously emphasizes a concern for the poor rather than for the rich, but it does
not make the further point (which is Nibley’s position) that the poor then receive help
without qualifications of any kind. The statement is made specifically in the context of
the law of consecration, and as we have already seen, certain qualifications and understandings about conduct are built into that law. So from the standpoint of helping, the
Prophet’s statement identifies what is clearly a necessary condition—it specifies that help
is intended for the needy and not for the rich; but it does not say (which, again, is Nibley’s
position) that need is a sufficient condition for receiving help—that all who are needy
automatically qualify to receive whatever help without any further considerations or conditions of any kind. That is Nibley’s position, but it goes beyond what Joseph Smith says in
this statement.
9. Martin Malia, “The Uses of Atrocity,” foreword to The Black Book of Communism:
Crimes, Terror, Repression, by Stéphane Courtois et al. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard, 1999),
xx.
10. Malia, “Uses of Atrocity,” x.
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Communist regimes has been colossal, and that carnage hasn’t exactly
been invisible. And Nibley tells us that the difference between such
regimes and the United States is that those regimes have a greater
commitment to “sharing.”
Informed by a full view of the law of consecration rather than by
the reductionist view that Nibley takes, we want to ask at least a few
questions that don’t seem to occur to Nibley. For example: If sharing
is the central element of the law of consecration, and if Communist
regimes’ commitment is to such sharing, then exactly how many of
the principles of the law of consecration did the Soviet Union, for
one, actually incorporate and exemplify? How many of them do
Communist regimes incorporate and exemplify today? And if we were
to adopt Nibley’s own tone we might ask: Where in the principles are
we told that public executions of political dissidents by the thousands,
and class genocide of its citizens by the millions, are part of the path
toward the equality ideal? And finally: Is all this really best captured
by the term sharing?
Misunderstanding labor and idleness, rich and poor
In one place Nibley discusses the divine imperative that “he that
is idle shall not eat the bread nor wear the garments of the laborer”
(D&C 42:42). In beginning his discussion, Nibley actually overlooks
this scriptural passage and accuses the Latter-day Saints of fabricating the sentiment themselves—“a favorite maxim of their own invention,” he calls it (p. 241). He then reports the view of an Institute director—and, he says, of Latter-day Saints in general—that the sentiment
means that “the idle poor should not eat the bread of the laboring
rich.” And, speaking of the Saints, he exclaims of this interpretation:
“And what an ingenious argument they make of it!” (p. 241). He seeks
to demonstrate the error of this interpretation by pointing out, to the
amazement of the Institute director, that the ancient teaching on this
score “has always meant that the idle rich shall not eat the bread of the
laboring poor” (p. 241).
At first glance this observation seems to turn the tables. But it is
actually less discriminating than it appears. For if, as Nibley reports
(but does not demonstrate), Latter-day Saints have made the mistake of
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equating the poor with idleness and the rich with labor, Nibley’s assertion does nothing more than repeat the error in reverse: equating the
poor with labor and the rich with idleness. But obviously neither view
is accurate. The poor can be either idle or industrious, and so can the
rich. And whatever the ancient teaching might have been on the subject, modern revelation makes this very point: “Wo unto you poor men,
whose hearts are not broken, whose spirits are not contrite, and whose
bellies are not satisfied, and whose hands are not stayed from laying
hold upon other men’s goods, whose eyes are full of greediness, and
who will not labor with your own hands!” (D&C 56:17). Here the Lord
rebukes these poor for being both greedy and idle—and both at the
same time. So this is not, as Nibley has it, a condition restricted to the
rich. Indeed, in another place Nibley quotes Brigham Young emphasizing the same point: “Again, it is known to all that a great many of the
poor are as bad as those who have property. . . . They are just as covetous
and craving in their feelings as are the rich who hoard up their means
and keep it from the honest poor. . . . There are many who live in this
city without labor . . . and you have neighbors near you who steal your
wood.”11 Clearly, because these are mutually independent or orthogonal concepts, insight into the relationship between labor/idleness and
rich/poor requires more analysis than Nibley gives it.
Saints’ opposition to sharing
Further thought is also called for when Nibley remarks that
Latter-day Saints “are perhaps the most rigidly opposed to the principles of sharing of any people in the world” and that “nowhere in
the nation are tramps more evilly treated than in Utah” (pp. 470,
479). He may be right on both counts, of course, but unfortunately
he gives us insufficient evidence to be able to judge. He supports the
first statement by listing a number of newspaper headlines, but these
are unconvincing, to say the least. After all, newspaper headlines are
the most superficial dimension of a distinctly superficial medium. We
don’t go to very many newspapers for thoughtful analysis. Do typical
11. As quoted in Hugh Nibley, Brother Brigham Challenges the Saints, ed. Don E.
Norton and Shirley S. Ricks (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1994), 200.
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newspaper articles reveal subtle insights and distinctions in economics, for example? Do they exhibit sharp arguments and equally sharp
counterarguments, penetrating examples and counterexamples? Do
they compellingly present the philosophical underpinnings of rival
political positions? And if they do, do their headlines even approach
capturing all of this? Well, no. So it’s hard to say just what weight to
give to newspaper headlines, especially when they are the only evidence one offers. In addition, Nibley uses the economic-related headlines in a way that simply assumes his reductionist view of the law of
consecration and of how it ought to be translated into social policy.
But since Nibley doesn’t demonstrate, even remotely, that his view of
the relationship between the law of consecration and social policy is
correct, the headlines on this score are irrelevant; indeed, they would
still be irrelevant even if, per impossibile, they actually turned out to be
comprehensive, accurate, and philosophically discriminating.
Nibley’s support for the second claim is thinner still: his own conversations with “many” transients. If we are to give serious consideration to what Nibley presents as a serious claim, we need to know:
How many is “many”? Of all the tramps in Utah (over how many
years?), what percentage of them did Nibley talk to? What was his
sample size? Had they all been in every state of the Union so that they
could confidently assert what Nibley says they assert? How long had
they been in Utah? Where had they been in the state? Is the southern
part different from the northern part? What time of year were they in
Utah? Did they all use the same words to describe their experience, or
did Nibley have to summarize their sentiments? Was there 100 percent agreement on the sentiment, or is Nibley reporting a 90 percent
answer? Or a 50 percent answer? And so on. This listing of questions
illustrates the difficulty with all anecdotal evidence: there is so little
information contained in the report that it is completely unreliable for
reaching any conclusions.
So there’s much we don’t know about Nibley’s claims. The problem is there’s much he apparently doesn’t know either. Regarding the
assertion about sharing, it’s unlikely that Nibley has factored in the
tithing on gross income that Latter-day Saints regularly contribute,
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or the monthly fast offerings they also regularly contribute, or their
contributions to humanitarian projects administered by the church,
or (now) their contributions to the Perpetual Education Fund, or the
donations they make to send their children (and others’ children) on
missions, or the temple donations (still being made at the time Nibley
wrote), or the “Pennies by the Inch” donations, or the “Friends of
Scouting” donations, or the compassionate service donations of food
and household items, or, finally, the welfare assignments members
regularly fulfill at bishops’ storehouses, other church food production
plants, the Humanitarian Center, and Deseret Industries.
We don’t know the difference that calculating all these factors
would make in the overall comparison between Latter-day Saints’
sharing and others’ sharing, of course, but neither does Nibley, even
though he is the one making the claim.
Censoring the Lord
A final example does not concern social policies in particular, but
it does show the extent to which Nibley’s focus on the equality ideal
colors his thinking in general. The example is Nibley’s criticism of
church members for censoring “the words of the Lord himself.” This is
something they did, he says, in ignoring the account of Joseph Smith’s
first vision that was discovered in 1969; it didn’t receive the attention
and arouse the excitement that, according to Nibley, such a discovery
should have received and aroused among the Saints. Nibley concludes
that members ignored the discovery because they were “unflattered”
by what the Lord said in the account—namely, that no one is righteous, “no not one.” This lack of righteousness, Nibley contends, consists in the inequality that exists in the world and among the Latterday Saints. According to Nibley, the Saints felt accused by the Lord
for this failing and decided to ignore the discovery altogether, thus
effectively censoring the Lord himself (p. 481).
But it strains reason to think Latter-day Saints in general would
feel unflattered and offended in this way. For one thing, the charge of
unrighteousness was not leveled against the Latter-day Saints; it was leveled against the whole world, in 1820, before there were any Latter-day
Saints. In light of this, what is the likelihood that members would take
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the matter personally and feel offended by it? Second, there are already
plenty of places in the scriptures where the Lord directly chastises
the world and the Saints. Why should one more example be thought
particularly offensive and unflattering? Third, and most revealingly, the
Lord himself doesn’t say in the account that the unrighteousness of the
world consists in economic inequality. Nibley says this, but most members are likely to see inequality as a subset of a still larger category of
conditions and conduct that would be classified as “unrighteous.” Why
does Nibley think that others draw the same one-to-one correlation that
he draws between unrighteousness and inequality—and thus conclude
that that’s why members would feel guilty and chafe at the Lord’s statement? He provides no evidence for the view, and given its implausibility,
I don’t see how he could provide it.12
In each of these cases, I think Nibley’s concentration on the equality ideal of the law of consecration, to the exclusion of all other factors,
clouds his analysis. In the first example it prevents him from seeing
past two alternatives for helping the poor, neither of which is correct.
In the second, this reductionist conception leads to a sympathetic
construal of Communist regimes that could hardly be more inaccurate. In the third, it leads to a simplistic and mistaken identification of
the poor with labor and the rich with idleness. In the fourth, it leads
to unfounded accusations of the Saints’ attitudes toward sharing. And
in the fifth, it leads to even more unfounded accusations of the Saints’
attitudes, not only toward sharing but also toward a historical discovery regarding the first vision—an event that had nothing at all to
12. In contrast, I think there are actually three plausible reasons why Nibley didn’t
observe a flurry of member activity around this discovery. First, since members already
embrace the first vision, nothing new about it is likely to be considered momentous. What
the discovery contained was about what one would have expected and therefore didn’t
create anything beyond a normal interest. Second, because most members are neither
historians nor scholars of some other stripe, they have no academic interest in the matter.
Again, the content of the new discovery was not startling or doctrinally groundbreaking;
as a result, it was simply not central to members’ daily affairs, at least not in the way that
it would be to a scholar’s daily affairs. Finally, many members don’t subscribe to church
periodicals in the first place, and most who do certainly don’t read them in the way that
scholars study professional journals. Many could have simply overlooked the discovery,
or at least failed to appreciate its significance from a historical point of view.
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do with economic issues, but which, given his philosophical commitments, Nibley still can’t help seeing in economic terms.
In each of these cases, I believe Nibley’s analysis would be more
comprehensive and accurate if he looked beyond the equality ideal of
the law of consecration and considered that law in its fullness.13
Conservative Economic Policies?
Though Nibley’s attempt to correlate the law of consecration
with liberal economic policies doesn’t work, it hardly follows that an
attempt to do the same with opposite-tending, conservative economic
policies would fare any better. The opposite of an error is often just
another error. If conservative policies are a better approximation of
the law of consecration, it will require a separate argument to show it,
and I have not attempted that here. I am content merely to note that
Nibley’s assumption of the similarity between the law of consecration
and liberal economic policies is a mistake. That is a useful reminder
for anyone who wants to try something similar, even if in the opposite
direction. After all, no philosophy outside the kingdom of God can
really be identical to the kingdom itself. The gap between the two will
always be large and, in the last analysis, unbridgeable.
This doesn’t mean that the law of consecration (that is, the full
law) shouldn’t still guide our thinking about national economic policies; it just means that we must ask what approximation of that law
is the best—the wisest—application, given the world we live in. This
is a world, after all, where Christ is not the center, where administrators represent one level or another of government rather than Christ,
13. It’s interesting that Nibley did not intend Approaching Zion—a primary location
of his thinking about the law of consecration and social issues—to be published in the
first place. Because it was a collection of talks rather than a more scholarly presentation
on the topic, he was actually not fond of it when it appeared. See Shirley S. Ricks, “A Sure
Foundation,” FARMS Review 20/2 (2008): 272. I believe Nibley’s misgivings were justified. If he had approached the topic in his more systematic style—with the customary
attention to completeness and to tight argumentation—I believe he would have ended up
with a comprehensive conception of the law of consecration and that this would inevitably have modified, if not completely averted, some of his claims, including those we have
looked at here.
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where administrators are elected or appointed rather than called
through divine inspiration, where the source of revenue is legislated
taxation rather than free consecration, where relatively few (including
those in positions of authority) have been transformed by Christ, and
so forth. With all of these differences, and more, it’s not possible to
create any tight approximation between what the world can achieve
and what the full law of consecration contemplates.
Still, while no tight approximation is possible, I believe, with
Nibley (indeed, I learned it from Nibley), that the law of consecration still must be the single most profound influence on our thinking
about economic matters. As I said, I think we are obligated to pursue
the wisest approximation of that law, given the world we live in. But
what we can’t do is arbitrarily omit some elements of that divine law
and then use what is left over as the sole basis for forming our judgments. That will undoubtedly lead to error.
Zeal with Knowledge
To conclude: When Nibley applies the law of consecration to matters of social policy, he sees an approximation between that divine law
and economic measures that in common usage are termed “liberal.”
The approximation he sees stems from the view of the law of consecration that he starts with—a view that reduces the whole law to the
equality ideal of its end state and that overlooks its other revealed features. Unfortunately, this omits too much of the law for us to be able to
apply it with confidence, as Nibley tries to do. The approximation he
sees turns out to be superficial; it provides no support for his views on
economic matters and actually leads him into other errors of analysis
as well.
Though important to acknowledge and learn from, this is still
only one aspect of Nibley’s writings on the law of consecration, and it
comes nowhere close to nullifying the many virtues that are found in
his discussions on the topic, both in Approaching Zion and elsewhere.
More than anyone else, Nibley has elevated the law of consecration in
the Saints’ consciousness (including mine) and has taught us to look
to that divine model for our guidance in thinking about economic

Liberal Economic Policies (Boyce) • 213

policies in the world at large. His abundant zeal for the equality ideal
of the law of consecration is admirable, and there is no question that
that law embodies precisely the economic state that Nibley envisions.
I also think that his zeal is a necessary corrective to the contrasting
zeal that some have for anything but an equality of economic station
in life. For these reasons alone, though there are many others, Nibley’s
writings on the law of consecration are admirable and important.
I only suggest that our knowledge match Nibley’s zeal. And framing and keeping in mind a more complete conception of the law of
consecration would, I think, go a long way toward supplying it.
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Dean C. Jessee, Ronald K. Esplin, and Richard Lyman Bushman, gen.
eds., and Dean C. Jessee, Mark Ashurst-McGee, and Richard L. Jensen,
vol. eds. The Joseph Smith Papers: Journals, Volume I: 1832–1839. Salt
Lake City: Church Historian’s Press, 2008. xvi + 506 (a printable,
searchable index for this volume is available at josephsmithpapers.
org). $49.95.

T

his remarkable first fruit of the effort to publish all of the papers
of Joseph Smith contains a graceful introduction by Richard
Bushman and Dean Jessee entitled “Joseph Smith and His Papers”
(pp. xv–xlvii). Other highly useful items, including a time line, map,
preliminary commentary, and an explanation of editorial method
(pp. xliii–lxvi), precede the five journals (pp. 3–354) that form the
core of this volume. The elaborate, carefully prepared reference materials feature a chronology for the years 1832–1839 (pp. 357–63), a
geographical directory (pp. 364–80), maps (pp. 381–95), a pedigree
chart for Joseph Smith (p. 396), an exhaustive biographical directory (pp. 397–454), ecclesiastical organizational charts (pp. 455–60), a
glossary (pp. 461–74), an essay on sources (pp. 475–76), a list of works
cited (pp. 477–96), and an aid in locating corresponding sections in
various editions of the Doctrine and Covenants (pp. 497–506).
The result of a massive expenditure of time and talent, this volume is a major landmark in Latter-day Saint scholarship. But it is also
more—a harbinger of important things to come and a clear indication
that the Saints deserve full access to all of Joseph Smith’s papers. In
addition, the entire Joseph Smith Papers project, of which this volume is the initial part, is a witness that the Church of Jesus Christ is
fully committed to both preserving and presenting the truth about
the faith of the Saints. It is also a sign of confidence that this faith is
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firmly rooted in real events in the past. This and subsequent volumes
will demonstrate that from the beginning Joseph Smith and the Saints
were dedicated to recording and preserving the history of the restoration. Church members should rejoice in knowing that the entire
record will eventually be accessible in a carefully prepared, full, and
accurate form.
The publication of this volume and those to follow is part of an
effort to preserve and protect the crucial tangible record of the entire
restoration of the kingdom of God on earth. The hope is that publishing the Joseph Smith Papers will assist church members in remembering some of the mighty acts of God on their behalf and thereby deepen
their desire to serve and obey God fully and faithfully. Augmented
by an elaborate scholarly apparatus, this initial volume and all to follow will also assist in the defense of the faith. The claim of critics that
the history of Joseph Smith and the Saints has been sanitized will be
shown to be a partisan myth. This high-quality, comprehensive publication project is the beginning of an appropriate memorial to the life
of the first seer and prophet of the restored church of Jesus Christ.
N. T. Wright. Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision. Downers
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009. 279 pp., with bibliography, name
index, subject index, scripture index. $25.00.
Whatever the differences between Luther and Calvin, or those
assembled loosely under the umbrella of contemporary evangelicalism—the primary current manifestation of conservative
Protestantism—the very root and core of all their teachings is the
idea of justification by faith alone. The reason, according to Luther
and Calvin, and also Augustine, their mentor on this matter, is that
it is only by being justified that the saved one is assured of salvation
once and for all and come what may. This presumably happens at
the moment one accepts Jesus as Lord and Savior—that is, when one
answers an altar call or offers a sinner’s prayer. Then and only then is
one saved. No deeds are necessary since all humans are always perverse and depraved, totally alienated from God, and hence incapable
of doing anything that has merit in the eyes of God. Justification is
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thus seen as a wholly unmerited, gratuitous gift in which the righteousness of God is imputed to sinful human beings at the moment
they confess Jesus. Though some faint signs of sanctification should
seem to follow being saved, any stress on deeds is pictured as ineffectual “works righteousness.” For N. T. Wright, this is, to be blunt,
pure bunk.
In several books and essays, Wright challenges the received opinion among evangelicals and fundamentalists concerning justification.
A passionate and at times acrimonious controversy has irrupted as
evangelical theologians and churchmen have challenged Wright’s
arguments. Often this has been done in unseemly and irresponsible
ways. Latter-day Saints will be reminded of sectarian anti-Mormon
diatribes over similar and related issues. Hence the following remark
by Wright about some of his critics:
Go to the blogsites, if you dare. It really is high time we developed a Christian ethic of blogging. Bad temper is bad temper even in the apparent privacy of your own hard drive, and
harsh and unjust words, when released into the wild, rampage
around and do real damage. And as for the practice of saying
mean and untrue things while hiding behind a pseudonym—
well, if I get a letter like that it goes straight in the bin. But
cyberspace equivalents of road rage don’t happen by accident.
(pp. 26–27)
Latter-day Saints who have glanced at what sectarian critics of the
Church of Jesus Christ have to say on the Internet, often hiding behind
handles, will recognize exactly what Wright is complaining about.
The common complaint of his critics, much like ours, is the insistence
on works righteousness. Though this is clearly not true of Wright, it
is true that his critics and those of the Latter-day Saints see correctly
that this new perspective on Paul is a radical challenge to what is probably the key element in their “orthodox” version of Christian faith.
Unlike Wright’s earlier books on Paul, Justification responds to the
critics, and especially to John Piper, who has written an entire book
entitled The Future of Justification: A Response to N. T. Wright. Wright
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explains that he has written Justification because he believes that Piper,
unlike many critics, “has been scrupulously fair, courteous and generous in all our exchanges” (p. 27). Wright also hopes that Piper and
others might actually come to a better-grounded understanding of
Paul—to an understanding freed from St. Augustine’s dead hand.
Wright indicates that the controversy generated by his radical
reassessment of Paul “can be located interestingly in a sociocultural,
and even political, milieu where an entire way of life, a whole way of
understanding the Christian faith and trying to live it out, a whole
way of being human, is suddenly perceived to be at risk” (p. 26). This
fear of a shaking of the foundations of conservative Protestant orthodoxy has generated, from Wright’s perspective, “the sudden volcanic
eruption of angry, baffled concern” expressed by evangelicals anxious
to defend the core of their faith (p. 26).
Unlike his earlier examinations of Paul on justification, in which
he mentioned Luther only as a source for confusion about what Paul
was teaching, Wright identifies in this new volume both Calvin and
Luther, whatever their differences, as having made the same or similar
fundamental mistakes (pp. 22–23, 36, 50–51, 72–74, 252). He now also
links confusion introduced by St. Augustine with what he considers
the crucial mistakes made by both Calvin and Luther (pp. 102, 193).
Wright, unlike the magisterial Reformers, stresses covenants and
covenant faithfulness, which he sees as a key element in Paul’s teachings. This emphasis leads directly to his stressing the importance of
God’s plan for understanding both Paul and our own relationship
with God. According to Wright, “absolutely central for Paul . . . is the
apostle’s understanding of the story of Israel, and of the whole world,
as a single continuous narrative which, having reached its climax in
Jesus the Messiah, was now developing in the fresh ways which God
the Creator, the Lord of history, had always intended” (p. 34). He adds
that “highlighting Paul’s reading of the ‘story of Israel’ isn’t a matter
simply of ‘narrative theology’ in the reductive sense that, while some
people like to do theology in abstract propositions, others prefer, as
a matter of cultural taste, to think in story mode” (p. 34). The reader
must understand exactly why this is the case.
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Wright insists that “Paul’s references to Adam and Abraham, to
Moses and the prophets, to Deuteronomy and Isaiah and even the
Psalms, mean what they mean because he has in his head and heart,
as a great many second-temple Jews did, a grand story of creation and
covenant, of God and his world and his people, which had been moving forward in a single narrative and which was continuing to do so”
(p. 34, emphasis in original). Wright then argues that
Paul’s view of the cataclysmic irruption of God into the history of Israel and the world in and through the death and resurrection of Jesus the Messiah was that this heart-stopping,
show-stopping, chart-topping moment was, despite initial
appearances, and certainly despite Paul’s own earlier expectations and initial understanding, the very thing for which
the entire history of Israel from Abraham onward, the entire
history of Israel under Torah from Moses onward and indeed
the entire history of humanity from Adam onward, had been
waiting. (p. 35)
Wright emphasizes that “it is central to Paul, but almost entirely
ignored in perspectives old, new and otherwise, that God had a single
plan all along through which he intended to rescue the world and the
human race, and that this single plan was centered upon the call of
Israel, a call which Paul saw coming to fruition in Israel’s representative, the Messiah (p. 35, emphasis in original).
One enters this new age and becomes part of the new Israel not
with the dead works of the law, which had been fulfilled by Jesus the
Messiah, and not by being justified, but through entering the community of Saints by making a covenant through baptism and then by
seeking and allowing the work of the Holy Spirit to purify and cleanse,
thereby eventually burning out the old stuff and sanctifying the disciple. All of this, of course, is a gift from a gracious and forgiving God.
Wright demonstrates that the necessary sanctification—that is, purification or cleansing from sin—must entail constant repentance, as
well as genuine effort at strict obedience to God’s commandments. In
addition, he insists that justification takes place fully only at the final
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judgment. In Latter-day Saint terms, Wright argues that mercy cannot rob justice, which would be the case if righteousness were merely
imputed to totally depraved humans.
There is much more in Justification than what has been briefly
and inadequately set out above. Wright has much more to say about
righteousness and the mercy of a loving God, all of which should be
of special interest to Latter-day Saints since in many ways it reaches
what is found in their own scriptures, and especially in 3 Nephi, where
the Lord himself sets forth his doctrine and his gospel. The Saints can
therefore learn much about the flaws in sectarian preaching from N. T.
Wright. They can also find in Justification an easy-to-use vindication
of what is taught in the Book of Mormon.
N. T. Wright. Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the
Resurrection, and the Mission of the Church. New York: HarperOne,
2008. xiv + 332 pp., with index and biblical passages. $24.99.
Surprised by Hope is a wonderful book, full of wisdom offered in
a graceful and gentle way. An eminent biblical scholar, author N. T.
Wright wears his learning lightly, choosing not to burden his readers
with obfuscating technical jargon. Instead, his writing is crystal clear,
full of fresh metaphors that help to clarify complex issues and controversial matters and also to render his opinions compelling. In this
volume he takes up three large topics (identified in the book’s subtitle)
and their corollaries.
Wright insists that we do not, at death, suddenly waft to heaven.
Instead, we stay right here. This earth is our home, and our business
is to turn it into a “heaven” here and now by seeking and accepting
merciful forgiveness from sin and then striving to assist others in
overcoming the broken elements of this world. For Wright it is a false
notion that “after death we pass into eternity in which all moments are
present” (p. 168), a corollary of elements of classical theism in which
God is pictured as timeless and incorporeal.
Latter-day Saints should be pleased to discover Wright using language familiar to them. For example, Wright believes that all genuine Christians deserve the title Saints, and not merely some iconic
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individuals of presumably special merit (p. 169). “If we are true to
our foundation charter,” Wright observes, “we must say that all
Christians, living and departed, are to be thought of as saints and
that all Christians who have died are to be thought of, and treated, as
saints” (p. 170). These are a few examples of the sort of thing set out
in this book.
On the crucial question of the resurrection (a topic for which he
has become widely acclaimed), Wright does not shy from truth-telling, though he is always irenic. He asserts correctly that “precisely
because the resurrection has happened as an event within our own
world, its implications and effects are to be felt within our own world,
here and now” (p. 191, emphasis in original). He then complains that
“various opinion polls” seem to indicate that “a lot of clergy and
even some bishops” express the opinion that “believing in the bodily
resurrection of Jesus is a take-it-or-leave it option” (p. 191). Wright
objects, arguing that the resurrection of Jesus “marks a watershed.”
The reason is that “if you accept the bodily resurrection of Jesus all
the streams flow in one direction, and if you don’t they all flow in
the other direction” (p. 191). This constitutes what can be the Great
Divide between those who are genuinely faithful and those for whom
the Christian tradition merely offers a familiar cultural setting. On
one side of this divide there is a genuine hope for the future, as well
as hope here and now. On the other side all that is available is at best
a nostalgia for a lost faith, and perhaps also an antiquarian curiosity,
but not what is really entailed by the Christian story in all its complexity and wonder.
N. T. Wright. Simply Christian: Why Christianity Makes Sense.
New York: HarperOne, 2006. xii + 240, no index. $23.95.
N. T. Wright is an author whose works are well worth pondering.
Latter-day Saints who are familiar with and fond of the elegant prose
and pithy formulations of C. S. Lewis will be delighted with Simply
Christian. Of Wright’s many books, this should be the first one with
which to become familiar. Wright is a writer with the insight and
literary skills of Lewis. Yet, unlike Lewis, Wright knows the his-
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tory and variety of Christian beliefs and is in command of current
scholarship on the New Testament. In this book he avoids partisan
controversies and petty quarrels. Although Latter-day Saints may
part company with Wright on some issues, none of these surface in
Simply Christian, which is a fine introduction to the larger corpus of
Wright’s work.
Wright, currently the Anglican bishop of Durham, is a highly
acclaimed New Testament scholar, having taught at Cambridge and
elsewhere prior to his current appointment. His cogent defense of the
resurrection of Jesus, which he strives to demonstrate, is the central
element of a story or complex of stories that reveal to the faithful the
plan of God for human beings. While this vast and deep scholarship
has won for him acclaim among conservative Protestants and made
him very popular with evangelicals, his more recent flat rejection of
justification by faith alone and certain other understandings of crucial
elements of the apostle Paul’s letters has generated controversy and
turned some evangelicals against him.
Simply Christian is accessible to those annoyed by the partisan,
sectarian wrangling endemic to conservative Protestantism. Those
desiring clear, simple, and also elegant explanations of the foundational elements of Christian faith by a renowned New Testament
scholar will be pleased with and enlightened by this book.
Not only does Wright—in this volume and elsewhere—demonstrate that Christian faith necessarily rests on historical events, he
also points out that those who are at all inclined to put their trust
in Jesus and who strive to enter his kingdom are invited to find
their own place in the history of redemption from individual sins
through the death and resurrection of Jesus the Messiah. Unlike
so many who restrict the mighty acts of God to a “then and there”
as set out in the Bible, Wright insists that our own stories must
became part of the larger, continually unfolding story of God’s
designs and plans for us now and in the future as we, with him,
strive to build the kingdom of God in the broken world in which
we all find ourselves.
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John Piper. The Future of Justification: A Response to N. T. Wright.
Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2007. 239 pp., with six appendixes,
list of Wright’s works cited by Piper, scripture index, person index,
subject index. $17.99.
Prominent Anglican churchman and biblical scholar N. T. Wright
has pleased contemporary evangelical scholars with his defense of the
historical foundations of Christian faith, including especially his careful effort to champion the crucial resurrection of Jesus. But he has also
stunned and annoyed some conservative Protestants by challenging
the dogma that justification, or what evangelicals think of as “being
saved,” takes place when God imputes righteousness to depraved
sinners at the moment they confess Jesus Christ. For many in the
Reformation tradition, this instant of “regeneration” is at the core of
the gospel of Christ, and believing in justification, thus understood,
defines being a Christian for many evangelicals. In this view, one who
does not believe in the formula “justification by faith alone” is not
a genuine Christian. Rather, in popular versions of contemporary
evangelical ideology one becomes a Christian by answering an altar
call and thereby being “born again.” So it is not at all surprising that
some evangelicals insist that Wright’s opinions on justification corrupt, disfigure, and even deny the gospel as they understand it. John
Piper, who is deeply anxious to defend what he considers the very core
of Reformation theology, engages Wright with passion and learning.
Avoiding sarcasm and acrimony, Piper’s book is a model of civility in
an arena not otherwise known for moderation and genuine respect.
What exacerbates discussions of views on the apostle Paul’s
understanding of justification is that contemporary conservative
Protestants of whatever faction follow a theological tradition set out
by the magisterial Reformers and also much earlier by St. Augustine.
Piper is appalled by Wright’s argument that “the entire history of the
discussion of justification for the last fifteen hundred years—Catholic,
Protestant, and Orthodox—has been misguided” (p. 60). He opposes
what he considers a faulty claim about “church history,” quoting
Wright as saying that “the discussions of justification in much of the
history of the church, certainly since Augustine, got off on the wrong
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foot—at least in terms of understanding Paul—and they have stayed
there ever since” (p. 61). Piper is thus engaged in attempting to defend
a traditional way of reading Paul that began with Augustine and was
taken up later by Luther and Calvin.
Piper defends “justification by faith alone” against Wright’s argument that one is saved not by believing in justification by faith alone
but by believing that Jesus is the Messiah, whose death and resurrection fulfilled and vindicated God’s covenant with his people and
established a new covenant whose sign is faith and not the dead works
of the Torah—that is, circumcision and so forth. Piper complains
that there is an ambiguity in this reasoning since one might just as
well imagine that the death and resurrection of Jesus was for health
or a better marriage (see pp. 85–86) and not for sin. This and other
similar and related arguments are offered by Piper to counter what he
understands to be Wright’s flawed understanding of what Augustine,
Luther, and Calvin made out of the teachings of the apostle Paul.
For Piper, at stake in the debate with Wright is the key teaching
of the Reformation. Piper provides a vigorous defense of the notion
that one is justified at the moment of confessing Jesus. He does not
mention sanctification, though he grants that at a final judgment all
human beings will be judged by their works. He seems to believe that
one is saved in one’s sins by faith alone. If so, then quite unlike Wright,
Piper will not allow a robust role for the cleansing, purging, and purifying work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of those who enter into the
new covenant with God.
Eric Shuster. Catholic Roots, Mormon Harvest. Foreword by Mark L.
McConkie. Springville, UT: CFI, 2009. xviii + 269 pp., with bibliography, no index. $17.99.
Eric Shuster tells a compelling, moving, and sometimes humorous story of the journey of faith that he and his wife underwent as
they became Latter-day Saints. He insists that they were able to bring
with them all the many good things they had learned and experienced
in their previous faith community. This was possible in part because
they were longing for something more—for a genuine community of
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Saints. They sought for the work of the Holy Spirit in deeds and not
merely in words, and they desired a oneness with God that embraced
families sealed together in a lasting covenant with God. In a carefully
crafted foreword, Mark McConkie explains that Marilyn and Eric
Shuster were once “devoted and knowledgeable Catholics, not casual
church-goers. Their Catholicism was woven joyfully into the fabric
of their lives. They were reluctant to be introduced to The Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, but this reluctance faded as they
learned step-by-step that the Catholic threads in their spiritual lives
did not have to be pulled out before the Mormon threads could be
woven in” (p. ix).
The Schusters’ remarkable and moving encounter with Latter-day
Saints, including missionaries, never involved pressure or anything
approaching an attack on their faith. Instead, they were invited and
encouraged and assisted in entering a loving community that deepened their spiritual lives and fulfilled their deepest longings. They
faced struggles, of course, but their story of this journey is worth reading. Eric Shuster has provided a moving account of a wonderful faith
journey.
Eventually, of course, they had to confront the apostasy that
unfortunately flawed their former faith. They did this reluctantly.
Why? They were and are deeply appreciative of the spiritual discipline
they received as Roman Catholics. This they see as having nourished
and prepared them for the fulness of the gospel of Jesus Christ. Hence
they take “no delight” in acknowledging the apostasy. They are not
at all anti-Catholic (p. 260). Nor do they gloat over such things as
the devastating difficulties among Roman Catholic clergy recently
brought to light.
Although their engaging spiritual odyssey is unique in many
respects, their story is rather typical of those who, having spiritual
roots in other faiths, eventually become Latter-day Saints. Facilitating
such successful conversion experiences is the fact that the Saints’
endeavors to witness to the divinity of the restored gospel of Jesus
Christ are not offered as attacks on what is good and true in other faith
traditions, for the apostasy is not seen as having effected the loss of all
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religious truth. In addition, the disciplined, moral lives of those of
other faiths are admired, and the church’s members and missionaries
are not confrontational in their witnessing but instead are encouraged
to witness in word and deed to the faith that is in them.
Justo L. and Catherine Gunsalus González. Heretics for Armchair
Theologians. Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008. viii +
166 pp., with list of further reading, index. $16.95 (paperback).
With his academically oriented wife, Justo González, noted
author of widely read books on the history of Christianity, has written
a delightful account of some of the more noteworthy “heresies” that
mark the fashioning of what the Christian “church” with all its versions
and divisions now believes—that is, those who subscribe to orthodox,
creedal Christian theology. Heretics is part of Westminster John Knox
Press’s popular Armchair Series, which includes brief, highly accessible accounts of Augustine (2002), Aquinas (2002), Calvin (2002),
Luther (2004), the Reformation (2005), Wesley (2005), Barth (2006),
Jonathan Edwards (2008), and Bonhoeffer (forthcoming).
Each of these volumes is, unfortunately, marred by “illustrations”—that is, corny cartoons—by Ron Hill. Despite this inane feature, Heretics is easily accessible and generally sound and has many
subtle lessons for Latter-day Saints. It is a fine book and can be highly
recommended.
The story told in Heretics is not one of maniacal revolutionaries
bent on destroying or distorting Christian faith and leading people
astray, but of those who lost in the often fierce, ugly battles over what
constitutes the Christian tradition. These “heretics,” we are told, were
“sincere people trying to understand the Christian faith in their own
context, asking important questions . . . and seeking to lead others to
what they took to be a fuller understanding of the gospel” (p. 2). The
“church” eventually excluded their opinions “from the mainstream
of Christian tradition,” and yet they made “an important and lasting contribution to that tradition” (p. 2). The Gonzálezes explain further that a heretic is “one whose teachings the church at large considers erroneous and even dangerous to the faith,” though they grant
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“it is difficult to determine who ‘the church at large’ is” (p. 2). They
also admit that if they were to examine every idea labeled a heresy
by Christians, they “would have to deal with the entire history of the
Christian church—or rather, of all Christian churches and sects, for
many of these have their favorite heretics, and many of those are the
patron saints of other churches!” (p. 3).
Heretics is limited to some of the major controversies “up to the
time of the Fourth Ecumenical Council, which gathered in Chalcedon
in 451” (p. 3), though fragments of those old “heresies” still rumble
around in the larger church. Stress is placed on the “vast diversity
within early Christianity” (p. 9) and hence on the fact that what is now
considered “orthodox Christianity—what is in the New Testament
and in the creeds—is the expression of the faith of those who won” in
battles over what should be taught and believed (p. 8).
The earliest followers of Jesus as the Christ had no normative texts
for several centuries; they relied instead on the teachings both spoken
and eventually written by the early disciples of Jesus. The New Testament
seems to have been assembled because of, or out of, squabbles over what
should constitute and guide faith (pp. 10–11). Questions such as how
Jesus was related to what had gone before—namely, to the Abrahamic
and Mosaic covenants and hence Israel—was problematic. If one has
wondered, for example, about the Judaizers, against whom the apostle
Paul remonstrated, there is a useful account of the Ebionites (pp. 15–27)
that provides some indication of one of the controversies whose roots we
can see in the New Testament. The Ebionites, Christians who believed
Jesus was not God but “only a human being endowed with special powers by God,” may have been striving to appease Jews, whose frequent
charge was that Christians “were not monotheists but believed in two
Gods: the God of Israel . . . and Jesus” (p. 23). This fact may help explain
why Justin Martyr in the middle of the second century “made a sharp
distinction between ‘God the Father’ and God’s Logos or Sophia, whom
he even calls a ‘second god’” (p. 23). It may also help explain what is
called “dynamic Monarchianism,” the belief that there is only one God,
whose power might be granted to another such as Jesus (p. 25). Another
brand of Monarchianism is modalism, or Sabellianism, which is the
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idea that the one-God substance has three modes in which it presents
itself to humans—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Much of what eventually
came to be called the Trinity, and hence Trinitarianism, was fashioned
to counter modalism. Latter-day Saints constantly are confronted by
versions of modalism when they face anti-Mormons who insist that the
Saints are polytheists because they believe that Jesus of Nazareth really
is God and not merely a mode in which the God substance manifests
itself.
These sorts of issues eventually culminated in the crafting of the
label trinity—meaning “three”—to describe the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit (see pp. 77–92). The Gonzálezes describe the mystery of the
Trinity as “mumbo jumbo” (p. 78). “Most of us,” they opine, “mumble
something about the doctrine of the Trinity. We know we are supposed
to believe it, and that somehow it is an important element of Christian
faith. But we really cannot make heads or tails out of it, and we would
much rather just mention it and move along to something else” (p. 78).
The Father is clearly seen by Jesus as distinct from himself, and Paul
clearly distinguished God our Father from the Lord Jesus Christ and
the Holy Spirit (p. 79), as do the other New Testament authors. None
of this seems to have caused a great stir among the faithful, who
were accustomed to this distinction in their worship (pp. 79–80). The
first effort to pound out a notion of the divine oneness drew upon
the metaphor of a single actor in a Greek drama wearing different
masks for various roles. Something like this view constitutes modalism (pp. 80–81). The response to this heresy was the “mumbo jumbo”
of theological and creedal notions of the Trinity in which modalism
was repudiated (p. 81)—for example, Tertullian’s adoption of the term
persons in place of Justin’s plural use of the word God (p. 83). In addition, confused and confusing language borrowed from pagan philosophical discourse was employed to set out the oneness of the three
“persons,” each possessing divinity or the Godhead attributes.
Heretics spells out the core of such disputes as those surrounding Gnosticism (pp. 29–44), Marcion (pp. 45–61), and Montanus
(pp. 63–76). Tertullian (pp. 66, 69), who with others longed for an
open canon of scripture (p. 65), objected to the closing of the canon
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(pp. 65, 72) and sought sanctified, charismatic leaders and new revelations from God. Later, Augustine railed against various heresies,
including those of the Donatists (pp. 95–110) and the Pelagians
(pp. 111–28), but “this is not to say that he was always correct”
(p. 97) or that his opinions have not been highly controversial, though
they have been enormously influential for Protestants since Five-Point
Calvinism (referred to by the acronym TULIP) is mostly drawn from
his theological speculations.
The Gonzálezes describe how Christian teachings were hammered out by churchmen and theologians in “the constant presence
of power struggles in the church” and also with the “intervention of
emperors and politicians” (p. 150). Those teachings “did not fall from
heaven” (p. 149, compare p. 150). The conclusion of Heretics is that
what is now taught and believed in all its variety is not the same “as
the doctrine of the early church” (p. 158).
This slim but informative volume is highly recommended.
Harold Heie and Michael A. King, eds. Mutual Treasure: Seeking
Better Ways for Christians and Culture to Converse. Foreword by
Richard Mouw. Telford, PA: Cascadia, 2009. 205 pp., with index.
$19.95 (paperback).
Mutual Treasure is a collection of ten essays by a public defender,
a political scientist, a medical doctor, a filmmaker, a faculty minister
at Harvard and MIT, and so forth. It consists of accounts of irenic
conversations with skeptical elements of the host culture by a variety
of Christians hoping to both befriend and better understand a sometimes skeptical and even hostile Other, and also some reflections on
how such dialogue ought to be conducted. This is not a collection of
efforts of partisan evangelicals to confront cults or sects. The book
offers various models of “engagement” with the non-Christian and, at
best, the most often indifferent and also increasingly dominant host
culture. In one instance there is an appeal for empathetic engagements with Jewish and Muslim communities (see Marvin R. Wilson,
“To Know and Be Known: Evangelicals and Interfaith Dialogue,”
pp. 125–43). The path recommended by each author in engaging the
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predominantly secular culture is nonconfrontational, except under
extraordinary circumstances (see Stephen V. Monsma, “Called to Be
Salt and Light: An Overview,” p. 25). Each author in this collection
recommends friendly, respectful dialogue—a “coming alongside” the
Other in order to exert some redemptive influence on the larger culture (editors’ preface, p. 16).
The editors of Mutual Treasure “are appalled at the confrontational nature of much public discourse,” including those Christians
who “often relish the battle.” Instead of war, Heie and King seek “the
better way” of “building relationships of mutual trust” with those with
whom they disagree (p. 15). They label this a “dialogic model” (p. 16)
and hope thereby to build friendships and have friendly conversations. Despite the shrill, aggressive, hostile, confrontational style of
much evangelical engagement with those seen as the Other, doing the
“dialogic” thing has become common. One of the best-known facilitators of such exchanges is Richard Mouw, who has provided the foreword to Mutual Treasure.
Mouw’s theme is “cultural engagement,” apparently an attempt
by some conservative Protestants to “engage” the secular or religious
culture. But too often such efforts resemble “a military unit engag[ing]
an enemy force.” In that case, “the call to engagement . . . comes across
as a recruiting effort for cultural warriors” (p. 13). Recognizing the
potential inadequacies in another model of engagement, the courtship
model of loving commitment, Mouw settles on “friendship”—that is,
“to make room in one’s own consciousness for the other person’s hopes
and fears. To be a friend is to be committed to an ongoing dialogue, a
process of genuine listening and empathetic responding” (pp. 13–14).
One problem that is not addressed in this volume, despite the tensions between the two editors (one of whom is an evangelical and the
other an Anabaptist), is the internecine battleground within the evangelical movement itself, as well as in the larger arena of competing
Christian faiths. Unfortunately, no effort is made to address the question of how best to seek an empathetic rapprochement in these cases.
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Margaret Barker. The Lost Prophet: The Book of Enoch and Its
Influence on Christianity. Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Phoenix Press,
2005. xi + 116, with index. $25.00.
The Lost Prophet is a slim book first published over two decades
ago by SPCK and is now available as a reprint. It still deserves to
be read. In addition to providing a good introduction to Margaret
Barker’s scholarship, it will in many ways remind Latter-day Saints
of Hugh Nibley’s fascination with noncanonical texts that carry the
name Enoch and also with related textual materials. Scholarly interest in these texts was stimulated by the discovery of fragments of
an important Enoch text among the Dead Sea Scrolls (pp. 12–14).
Barker sees the Book of Enoch as “very strange,” and she argues that
the very “shock of its strangeness can be a very good thing” (p. 16)
since early Christians were at home in the world those texts depict
(p. 16). She also believes the Enoch texts provide a window into the
world of the faithful prior to the Babylonian captivity (p. 19), as
well as into the world of Palestine during the ministry of Jesus of
Nazareth.
In addition, it is in the Enoch materials that we see references to
an Elect One (the Son of Man), to heavenly ascensions, special endowments, commissions and covenants, and so forth (pp. 52, 58), all of
which Barker sees as central elements in the conceptual furniture of
the world of Jesus and his immediate followers.
It was in one of these journeys to heaven that Enoch encountered
angels and the tree of life (p. 24), as well as heavenly or holy mountains (pp. 24, 48, 51–53), and was endowed with wisdom and learned
of many marvelous things. These are all temple motifs familiar to
Latter-day Saints, and Barker’s reflections on such things should be of
interest to them. Even though they might question some of her views,
Latter-day Saints still might learn from her own perceptive encounter with a literature later despised by Jews and then suppressed by
Christians, a portion of which was recovered by Joseph Smith very
early in his career as a seer.
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Michael R. Ash. Shaken Faith Syndrome: Strengthening One’s
Testimony in the Face of Criticism and Doubt. Provo, UT:
Foundation for Apologetic Information and Research, 2008. vii +
296 pp., with index. $19.95 (paperback).
With current technology, an increasing number of Latter-day Saints
are encountering anti-Mormon material on the Internet. Although
most anti-Mormon arguments have been around for decades, many
members are encountering these accusations for the first time and are
not aware of competent Latter-day Saint responses to them.
The Foundation for Apologetic Information and Research (FAIR)
is an all-volunteer grassroots Latter-day Saint apologetic organization (here the word apologetic denotes efforts to explain and defend
the faith). FAIR has produced a host of Internet articles, a very useful wiki, videos, and even DVDs (see www.fairlds.org). It has also
published Shaken Faith Syndrome. The author, Michael Ash, begins
by addressing the reasons for personal apostasy. He focuses on those
reasons that, when challenged, seem to result in “intellectual apostasies”—that is, the loss of faith brought on by LDS-critical arguments
and accusations. Shaken Faith Syndrome shows how Latter-day Saints
can be both critical thinkers and devout believers.
The book is divided into two sections. The first part deals with
misconceptions that can make Latter-day Saints vulnerable to challenges to their faith. Ash examines the emotions and cognitive process
that believers often engage when they are presented with what appear
to be strong arguments that Joseph Smith was a fraud or that the Book
of Mormon is merely fiction. Ash demonstrates that naïve and even
what can be called “fundamentalist” assumptions, as well as unrealistic expectations of prophets, scripture, science, and scholarship,
are often catalysts to testimony damage rather than the actual antiMormon arguments. Many members, for example, confuse tradition,
rumor, speculation, and opinion with sound teachings. They also may
read their own worldviews into the scriptures. Ash shows how these
proclivities create straw men that are easily toppled by critics.
Ash examines such common allegations as “LDS scholars are not
real scholars but church-paid apologists who produce little more than
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ad hominem arguments,” “Critics—unlike LDS scholars—are unbiased and hence let the facts speak for themselves,” and “The church is
engaged in a cover-up to hide the truth from both the Saints and the
general public.”
In the second part of his book, Ash tackles some of the most
common anti-Mormon claims—for example, those having to do
with Joseph Smith’s first vision, DNA studies, plural marriage, the
Kinderhook Plates, Book of Mormon archaeology and geography, the
Book of Abraham, and Joseph Smith’s early treasure-digging days.
Shaken Faith Syndrome is a resource that bishops and many others should find useful. It is currently available both in English and in
German. It deserves the high praise it has been receiving.
Timothy Keller. The Reason for God: Belief in an Age of Skepticism.
New York: Dutton, 2008. xxiii + 293 pp., with index. $24.95 (hardback, forthcoming in paperback).
In the heart of New York City, certainly one of America’s foremost secularized sin-centers, Timothy Keller, pastor of the Redeemer
Presbyterian Church, has become something of a celebrity figure. In
that difficult setting, he has found ways of gaining a large following
and has fashioned a kind of megachurch. He has also branched out
into books. In The Reason for God, we encounter some of the things
that make Keller influential. Among his gifts is the ability to address
the persistent, nagging doubts people have concerning the reality of
divine things (pp. 3–114) and to set out and make his version of the
Christian story plausible (pp. 127–226). In the first half of this book,
Keller strives to provide a reasoned defense of the rationality of faith
in God against doubts, and in the second half he offers what turns out
to be a rather traditional, generic version of contemporary evangelicalism. Keller begins by offering a brief autobiography, which includes
reflections of the ubiquity of doubt in our current milieu (pp. ix–xxiii).
The portion of The Reason for God that should be of interest to
Latter-day Saints is Keller’s rhetorical effort to counter secular critics
of faith. He strives to do this by, among other things, demonstrating
that all forms of doubt about divine things rest upon or even consti-
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tute a kind of alternative secular faith, which is also, he argues, open
to critical examination and radical doubt. He strives to demonstrate
that this counter faith has various challenges and anomalies. This is
the most intriguing feature of the book.
By mining a vast literature for pithy remarks and illustrations,
Keller seeks to parry the doubts being raised or exploited by the evangelizing so-called New Atheists—Sam Harris, Christopher Hitchens,
Daniel Dennett, and Richard Dawkins, each of whom receives Keller’s
attention. He also marshals some of the best lines from a string of
authorities, including C. S. Lewis, N. T. Wright, Alvin Plantinga, Mark
Lilla, Richard Bauckham, and Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who seem to provide grounds for overcoming doubt or otherwise help provide reasons
for faith. Keller mostly argues by probing the language and opinions of
his counter authorities. He does this skillfully, even if not profoundly.
Ross Anderson. Understanding the Book of Mormon: A Quick
Christian Guide to the Mormon Holy Book. Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 2009. 116 pp., with scriptural (Bible and Book of
Mormon) and subject indexes. $14.99.
The author of Understanding the Book of Mormon, the Reverend
Ross Anderson, was a Latter-day Saint in his youth, though he soon
went missing. He does not explain why this happened or how he came
to found the Wasatch Evangelical Free Church in Roy, Utah. Larded
with references to his faithful Latter-day Saint family (pp. 7–9, 14, 47,
49, 57, 82, 86), the book contains numerous hints about his apostasy,
the pain it inflicted on his family, and their kindly way of dealing with
him. Anderson has not, however, tried to explain in this book his urge
to attack the faith of Latter-day Saints.
Anderson is trained as a pastor; he holds both MDiv and a DMin
degrees, the latter from the Salt Lake Theological Seminary. What
Anderson calls A Quick Christian Guide to the Mormon Holy Book
can be seen as a product of the kind of indoctrination he received at
that now-defunct institution, which appears to have had as its primary focus the training of pastors and the fashioning of programs to
proselytize Latter-day Saints. Instead of witnessing to his own version
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of Christian faith, Anderson’s book offers a sustained criticism of his
former faith. By Christian he seems to mean his own understanding
of what constitutes Christian faith, though he offers only hints about
what that might be. He seems to have picked the Book of Mormon as
a target because he senses its crucial role as both the ground for and
content of the faith of Latter-day Saints (see p. 81), and also because
he wrongly assumes that it is vulnerable to stock criticisms borrowed from secular and countercult critics. A Quick Christian Guide
is designed to be a handbook with which pastors can protect their
flocks from taking seriously the faith of the Saints or arm their flocks
to proselytize the Saints. A set of “discussion questions” is included in
the book (pp. 95–100) for pastors engaged in such indoctrination. For
example, Anderson urges pastors to ask their flocks if there is “any
good reason to read the Book of Mormon? If so, what might it be? If
you ever do read the Book of Mormon, what precautions should you
take?” (p. 100). It seems that the appropriate answer is a cautious yes,
but no praying and pondering is recommended.
One of the Reverend Anderson’s objections to the Book of Mormon
is that there is far too much Jesus in it and not the right things about
Jesus (p. 42). He notes that “many central doctrines espoused by the
LDS Church are not found in the Book of Mormon” (p. 40) and concludes that the book lacks what he misunderstands as the fulness of
the gospel of Jesus Christ (pp. 47, 59). In repeating this stock objection,
he has neglected to read the Book of Mormon carefully and hence
does not understand what Jesus describes as his gospel (see 3 Nephi
27:9–22) or his doctrine (see 11:31–40).
Anderson claims that Latter-day Saints lack “concrete evidence”
or “empirical verification” for the Book of Mormon and that hence the
“ultimate proof” comes for the Saints “in the form of a self-validating
spiritual experience” that is unreliable (p. 39). He believes that “the
Bible teaches us to evaluate truth by comparing truth claims to the
standard of scripture” (p. 84), but this is, among other things, circular
reasoning. He also is confident that for the Bible and its message, proof
is both necessary and available. Latter-day Saints, from Anderson’s
perspective, do not have, nor do they seek, a proof or validation of
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faith that Protestants have. He makes a big fuss about biblical archaeology (pp. 68, 70, 77), and he claims that the Book of Mormon is without such proof (p. 72) and that, by pondering and praying, the Saints
seek or fabricate a “spiritual witness” or “confirming experience”
wrongly believed to be a divine revelation (p. 83). Hence the Saints
merely depend on what he insists are squishy “spiritual experiences”
(pp. 39, 79, 80, 82, 84, 89, 92) that amount to merely an unreliable
“positive inner feeling” (p. 13), a “self-validating spiritual experience”
(p. 39), and a “subjective inner testimony” (pp. 73, 77). Anderson is
thus confident that the Book of Mormon, unlike the Bible, is without a real warrant, including the crucial and necessary archaeological
proofs (pp. 68, 72, 77). One wonders, does Anderson have archaeological proof that Jesus existed? That he was the Messiah or Christ?
That he atoned for our sins or was resurrected? Does he imagine that
one must have such proof before one can come unto Christ and be
redeemed?
From Anderson’s sectarian perspective, “no concrete evidence is
available” (p. 39) to support the historical authenticity of the Book of
Mormon, but he also realizes that there is considerable evidence that
makes plausible the historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon.
He seeks to bush this literature aside, claiming that it leaves open the
possibility of reasonable doubt where absolute certainty is needed. In
doing this, he does not confront more than a tiny fraction of this material. Instead, he opines that “even the best Mormon apologists” can
only create what he describes as “an aura of plausibility” (pp. 71–72)
and not furnish credible proof. Anderson insists on proof prior to
faith while also denying that God can or will reveal anything outside
of the Bible, as understood by quarreling theologians and churchmen
and in the ecumenical creeds, of course.
The Reverend Anderson claims to speak for historical, biblical,
or traditional Christianity (pp. 7, 15, 34, 40, 47, 49, 57). Other than
a brief reference to the ecumenical creeds of Nicaea and Chalcedon
on the Trinity (where we are told there is one God in three persons
subsisting in one essence but without the semblance of an effort to
indicate what that language means) and an assertion that the Saints
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do not properly assent to Augustinian and Protestant notions of salvation, there is nothing setting out what Anderson would have the
Saints believe. So it turns out that this book is, despite much talk about
the necessity of a kinder, gentler, less hostile and aggressive approach
to evangelizing Latter-day Saints, merely another example of a confrontational, adversarial mode of evangelizing the Saints. Anderson
has fashioned a handbook with which Protestant pastors can arm
their flocks to attack the faith of the Saints in a hopefully less offensive
style. Intention and substance are not the issues here, but tone. The
endeavor thus lacks probity.
If we turn to substance, A Quick Christian Guide offers little
that is new or accurate about the Book of Mormon or the faith of the
Saints; the treatment is both elementary and superficial. The confident, conversational tone is the most effective part of the Reverend
Anderson’s efforts to set out ways to lure Latter-day Saints from their
faith. However, the assertions, analyses, and arguments found in this
book are derivative, lifted from a sectarian and secular literature that
is critical of Latter-day Saint faith. The arguments put forth have long
been answered in detail in a literature that Anderson neglects to summarize or even mention. A Quick Christian Guide is thus not sound
scholarship but partisan propaganda rife with mistakes at virtually
every turn.
Zondervan is a reputable evangelical press, but it also has a penchant for publishing unseemly attacks on the faith of Latter-day
Saints. With the recent release of Ross Anderson’s little book, it has
again manifested this disappointing and unfortunate proclivity.
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